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Parashat Bo 
1
 

 

Exodus 10-11  

 

10:1. Then the LORD said to Moses: Enter [bo] to Pharaoh… — Maimonides does not quote the 

present verse, but at Guide 1:22 he discusses the multiple meanings of bo, which he says can mean both 

“come” or “enter.” Onkelos on the present verse translates bo as ul, “enter.” See further at Exod. 19:9.  

 

… for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his officials, in order that I may show these signs 

of Mine among them....” — For the idea of loss of free will, see Exod. 4:21. 

 

10:2. And so that you may tell in the ears of your children, and of your children’s children, how I 

have dealt severely with Egypt, and My signs which I have done among them; that you may know 

that I am the LORD. — You know how much the Law insists that we shall always remember the plagues 

that have befallen the Egyptians, e.g., “… that you will remember the day that you came forth from Egypt 

all the days of your life” (Deut. 16:3), “And that you may tell in the ears of your sons and your son’s sons, 

what things I have wrought in Egypt…” (Exod. 10:2). Such a law was necessary in order to perpetuate the 

memory of the departure from Egypt; because such events verify prophecy and the doctrine of reward and 

punishment. The benefit of every commandment that serves to keep certain miracles in remembrance, or 

to perpetuate true faith, is therefore obvious (Guide 3:39). 

  

10:6. They shall fill your houses, and the houses of all your officials and of all the Egyptians—

something that neither your parents nor your grandparents have seen, from the day they came on 

earth to this day.” Then he turned and went out from Pharaoh. — See Exod. 7:21. 

 

10:13. … and the Lord brought an east wind [ruaḥ]… — Maimonides uses this as an example where 

the word ruaḥ means “wind.” Other definitions are “air,” “breath,” “that which remains after death,” 

“divine inspiration,” and “intention, will” (see Guide 1:40). 

 

10:14. The locusts came upon all the land of Egypt and settled on the whole country of Egypt, such 

a dense swarm of locusts as had never been before, nor ever shall be again... — “… upon all the land 

of Egypt” — and not Israel. See Maimonides’ comments quoted at Exod. 7:21. 

 

... such a dense swarm of locusts as had never been before, nor ever shall be again. — ... miracles 

may occur in the realm of the naturally impossible—like the change of the rod into a serpent (Exod. 4:3), 

or the sinking of the earth in the story of the followers of Korah (Numbers 16), or the splitting of the Red 

Sea (Exodus 15)—and they may occur in the realm of the naturally possible—like the onset of the locust, 

hail, and the pestilence in Egypt. It is the way of these latter happenings to occur at certain times and 

certain places.... However, these possible occurrences become miracles by one of three conditions or by 

all of them: 
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 One: that the possible incident comes when the prophet says it will....  

 Two: that that possible happening is singular and exceptional beyond anything imaginable of its kind. 

The locust is described, “such a dense swarm of locusts as had never been before, nor ever shall be 

again” (Exod. 10:14). Of the hail it is written: “Such as had not fallen on the entire land of Egypt 

since it had become a nation” (Exod. 9:24). Of the pestilence it is stated, “But of the livestock of the 

Israelites not a beast died” (Exod. 9:6). The particularity of that possible happening, whether in a 

class referred to, or some specific place, or some species mentally conceived, is the singularity and 

the exclusiveness of that possible event.  

 Three: the duration and the persistence of that possible event, like the blessings and maledictions [of 

Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28] (Ma’amar Teḥiat ha-Meitim). 

 

10:19. And the LORD turned a mighty strong west wind, and it took away the locusts, and cast them 

into the Red Sea; there remained not one locust in all the coasts of Egypt. — [Maimonides is 

addressing the phrase “And the Lord turned a mighty strong west wind”:] the motion of air is, as a rule, 

ascribed to God (Guide 2:30). 

 

10:23. People could not see one another, and for three days they could not move from where they 

were; but all the Israelites had light where they lived. — See Exod. 7:21. 

 

11:8. And all of these slaves of yours will come down to me and will bow down to me, saying, 

“Leave, you, and this entire nation that is at your feet.” … — Maimonides uses this as an example of 

where the word regel means a literal foot, and not some other abstraction (Guide 1:28). 
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Exodus 12  

12:2. This month shall be for you the beginning of months: it shall be the first month of the year to 

you. — … God, may He be exalted, commanded us to sanctify months and to calculate years.
2
 This is 

the commandment of sanctifying the moon. The source of this commandment that God, may He be 

exalted, said, “This month shall be for you the beginning of months….” In explaining this commandment, 

the Sages said, “this testimony should be given to you [Hebrew, lakhem, ‘to you,’ plural, meaning Moses 

and Aaron — AG].” This means that this commandment is not given to each and every individual like the 

Sabbath, where each individual counts six days and rests on the seventh. Otherwise, each individual 

seeing the new moon would observe a new month, or would employ a biblically-sanctioned method of 

intercalation to mark the new month, or he would notice that the spring is not falling when it should and 

would add a leap month. Rather, this commandment was given specifically to the high court, and only in 

the land of Israel.
3
  

[It also says:] “And you shall keep this statute day to day [mi-yamim yamimah]” (Exod. 13:2). 

The Sages said, “This teaches that one may only intercalate the year close to the holiday [of Passover].” 

And they said, “How do we know that we may only intercalate the year during the day and one may only 

sanctify the new moon during the day? From the verse ‘day to day [mi-yamim yamimah]’” (Mekhilta de-

Rashbi). 

God, may He be exalted, also said, “for months of the years [le-ḥodshei ha-shanah]” (Exod. 

12:2). Regarding this verse, the Sages said, “You shall calculate [the years] in terms of months, but you 

shall not calculate in terms of days” (Megillah 5a), which teaches that the addition can only be in terms of 

a full month. And it is said, “a month of days [ḥodesh yamim]” (Num. 11:21). Regarding this verse, the 

Sages said, “You shall calculate months on the basis of days, and you shall not calculate on the basis of 

hours” (Megillah 5a). And it is stated, “You shall observe the month of the spring” (Deut. 16:1), which 

teaches that we must observe the seasons in calculating the years, which means they shall be solar years 

(ShM, Pos. 153; see also Kiddush ha- Ḥodesh 5:1). 

 

FURTHER: The months of the year are solar months, as it says, “the burnt offering of the month when 

throughout the months [of the year]” (Num. 28:14), and “This month shall be for you the beginning of 

months” (Exod. 12:2), about which the Sages said, “The Holy One, Blessed is He, showed Moses in a 

vision of prophecy an image of the moon and to him ‘like this’
4
 — see and sanctify [it].” And the years 

                                                           
2
 Nahmanides, in his gloss on the Sefer ha-Mitzvot, quotes opinions “sanctifying the months” and “calculating the 

years” are two separate commandments. 
3
 Rashi on Gen. 1:1 says that this was a communal commandment. 

4
 Hebrew ka-zeh, “this,” corresponding to ha-ḥodesh ha-zeh, “this month,” where the word “this” is interpreted to 

mean God showed Moses a sign and pointed to this image (Mekhilta); see Gur Aryeh on Rashi to the present verse. 

Similarly, the phrase ba-avur zeh (Exod. 13:8), which is understood by the Mekhilta to mean that one can only fulfill 

the commandment of ve-higgadta le-vinkha when (this) matzah and maror are on the table. 

 In modern philosophy, this is called “ostensive definition,” or definition by pointing. The speaker defines 

something by pointing to an example, in this case the example of an image related to a calendar. According to 

Wikipedia: “An ostensive definition conveys the meaning of a term by pointing out examples. This type 

of definition is often used where the term is difficult to define verbally, either because the words will not be 

understood (as with children and new speakers of a language) or because of the nature of the term (such as colors or 

sensations). It is usually accompanied with a gesture pointing to the object serving as an example, and for this reason 

is also often referred to as "definition by pointing” (accessed 12/23/2018). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meaning_(linguistic)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Definition
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pointing
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/definition_by_pointing
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are calculated as solar years, as it says, “You shall observe the month of the spring” (Deut. 16:1) (Kiddush 

ha-Ḥodesh 1:1). 

 

12:3. Speak ye unto all the congregation of Israel, saying: In the tenth day of this month they shall 

take to them every man a lamb, according to the house of their fathers, a lamb for a house. — The 

reason of the particular laws concerning the Passover lamb is clear. It was eaten roasted by fire (Exod. 

12:8-9), in one house, and without breaking the bones thereof (Exod. 12:46). In the same way as the 

Israelites were commanded to eat unleavened bread, because they could prepare it hastily, so they were 

commanded, for the sake of haste, to roast the lamb (Exod. 12:9), because there was not sufficient time to 

boil it, or to prepare other food; even the delay caused by breaking the bones and to extract their marrow 

was prohibited: the one principle is laid down for all these rules, “You shall eat it in haste” (Exod. 12:11). 

But when haste is necessary the bones cannot be broken, nor parts of it sent from house to house; for the 

company could not wait with their meal till he returned. Such things would lead to laxity and delay, while 

the object of these rules was to make a show of the hurry and haste, in order that none should be too late 

to leave Egypt with the main body of the people, and be thus exposed to the attacks and the evil [designs 

of the enemy]. These temporary commandments were then made permanent, in order that we may 

remember what was done in those days: “And you shall keep this ordinance in his season from year to 

year” (Exod. 13:10). Each Passover lamb was only eaten by those who had previously agreed to consume 

it together, in order that people should be anxious to procure it, and should not rely on friends, relations, 

or on chance, without themselves taking any trouble about it before Passover (Guide 3:46).  

 

Maimonides asks why the Passover offering must be roasted, and he answers that this was for the sake 

of making haste in leaving Egypt (Guide 3:46). Rashbam, who predated Maimonides, uses this rationale 

to explain why the animal must be cooked whole—derekh mehirut, “for the sake of quickness.” 

Alternatively, Hizkuni explains the reason in order that the Egyptians would be able to see that their 

deity was being eaten by the Jews. However, Maimonides, earlier in the chapter in the Guide, suggests 

the reason for the Passover offering was to slaughter the Egyptian deity (quoted at Exod. 8:22). Thus 

Maimonides has a spiritual rationale (à la Hizkuni) and a practical answer (à la Rashbam). Perhaps 

Maimonides intended that the sheep was chosen because it was the Egyptian deity, but the obligation 

to roast it whole is based on a practical concern. 

 

... a lamb [seh]... — [the word] seh means a sheep or a goat that is alive (Bikkurim 12:8).
5
 

 

While this may seem like a minor statement, Maimonides is presenting two requirements of the 

Passover offering. First, since seh means an animal that is alive at the time of designation (a point made 

in the Talmud, Yoma 49b); the Passover cohort must be established before the animal is sacrificed (see 

next verse). Second, seh includes a sheep (keves) or goat (eiz), so no other animals can be used as a 

Passover offering.6 However, the Leḥem Mishnah argues that in general the word seh can apply even to 

                                                           
5
 Tosafot say that as a practical matter, most Passover offerings were lambs (Pesaḥim 3b, s.v. me-eliah). 

6
 See also Maimonides’ introduction to Seder Kodshim. His source is the following Midrash: Included in the word 

seh is gedi (young goat) and teleh (young lamb), as it says, “the sheep [seih khevasim] and goat [seih izzim]” (Deut. 

14:4) (Mekhilta de-Pisḥa 4, quoted by Rashi at Exod. 12:5). Furthermore, the word seh contrasts with other types of 

animals. For example, Lev. 22:28 uses seh in contrast to “cow.” Exod. 22:9 reads, “a donkey, or an ox, or a seh, or 

any beast of the field,” suggesting that seh does not mean donkey or ox (also Judg. 6:4).  
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an animal that has been slaughtered, and it is only because of a gezeirah shavah that in this case seh 

must refer to an animal that is alive (Avodat Yom ha-Kippurim 5:13, s.v. nikhnas; see there). 

 

12:4. And if the household be too small for a lamb, then he and his neighbor next to his house shall 

take one according to the number of souls; every man according to his [ability to] eat shall be 

counted for the lamb. — The Passover offering should only be slaughtered for those who are designated 

for it, as it says, “shall be counted for the lamb” (Exod. 12:4), which teaches that they were designated for 

it while it [the offering] was still alive (Pesaḥim 61a, 89a). Those who are designated for a Passover 

offering are called “members of the group....” If an individual who slaughters a Passover offering only for 

himself, it is valid, as long as he capable of eating the whole thing.
7
 However, we try, ideally,

8
 to not have 

him slaughter for one individual, as it says, “they shall do it” (Exod. 12:47; Num. 9:12). The Passover 

offering is only slaughtered for those who are fit to eat. If one of the members of the group is young or 

elderly or infirm—if that person is able to eat an olive’s measure, he may be considered among the people 

for whom the Passover offering is slaughtered. If not, he cannot be considered part of the group, as it 

says, “every man according to his [ability to] eat [le-fi okhlo]” (Exod. 12:4), which means he must be able 

to partake [of it]. Even if the group has a hundred members, but not one of them can eat an olive’s 

measure, we may not slaughter for them (Korban Pesaḥ 2:1-3; see similarly PhM Pesaḥim 5:3; see also 

Pesaḥim 8:7 (91a)).  

 

Rashi on this verse writes: “‘And if the household will be too little for the lamb’ — If they will be too few 

for a single lamb, so that they would not be able to eat all of it and it come to be left over, then ‘he and 

his neighbor’ [eat them together]. This is the plain meaning. However, there is also a midrash on [the 

verse]—to teach that after people have been designated for it, they are able to reduce their size, and to 

withdraw from it, and be appointed to another lamb [instead]. However, if they came to withdraw from 

it and reduce their size, they should do so while it is still a seh, i.e., when the lamb is still alive, but not 

after it has been slaughtered.” Thus Rashi gives the simple meaning (peshat) of the verse, as well as a 

legal principle (halakhic midrash). Maimonides, however, only quotes the halakhic midrash on this 

verse.  

 

12:5-6. Your lamb shall be without blemish, a male of the first year: you shall take it out from the 

sheep, or from the goats. And it shall be unto you a charge until the fourteenth day of the same 

month: and the whole assembly of the congregation of Israel shall slaughter it in the afternoon. — 

We are commanded to slaughter the Passover offering on the fourteenth day of Nisan, as God, may He be 

exalted, said, “and the whole assembly of the congregation of Israel shall slaughter it in the afternoon.” 

And one who violates this commandment and intentionally does not offer it in its proper time is worthy of 

karet (ShM, Pos. 55). 

 

                                                           
7
 In the Mishnah, R. Yehudah does not permit a Passover offering to be brought on the behalf of one individual, but 

R. Yosi permits it (Pesaḥim 8:7; see also Pesaḥim 91a). In PhM, Maimonides says that the law follows R. Yosi, 

while in the Mishneh Torah he takes a more cautious attitude. 
8
 The Kesef Mishnah asks about this circuitous formulation: ומשתדלין שלא ישחט לכתחלה, “we try... ideally,” especially 

because one should be able to follow R. Yosi’s opinion even ab initio; see there.  
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FURTHER: It is a positive commandment the slaughter the Passover offering on the fourteenth of the 

month of Nisan after noon.
9
 And we may only slaughter from lambs and goats alone,

10
 which are male of 

one year. And both men and women are obligated in this commandment (Korban Pesaḥ 1:1). 

 

FURTHER: We have a general principle that a person’s agent is like himself (e.g. Berakhot 5:5). And we 

learn this from what it says, “and the whole assembly of the congregation of Israel shall slaughter it,” 

which means that it is permissible for one person to slaughter all of the Passover offerings, because he is 

the agent of the congregation (PhM Kiddushin 2:1).
11

 

 

FURTHER: The Passover offering is slaughtered in three groups, as it says, “and the whole assembly of the 

congregation of Israel shall slaughter it.” [Three distinct terms are used:] kahal [assembly], edah 

[congregation], and Israel (Korban Pesaḥ 1:9: Based on m. Pesaḥim 5:5; Rashi quotes this teaching on 

the present verse). 

 

12:7. And they shall take of the blood, and strike it on the two side posts [mezuzot]
12

 and on the 

upper door post [ha-mashkof] of the houses, wherein they shall eat it. — The shakof is the highest 

part of the doorframe, which the Scripture calls mashkof (PhM Oholot 9:10; see also PhM Oholot 10:7). 

 

Maimonides appears to take the same interpretation as Rashi, who writes, “This is the highest part [of 

the doorframe], which the door strikes against when it is closed; a lintel in Old French.” 

 

12:8. And they shall eat the flesh on that night, roasted with fire, and unleavened bread; and with 

bitter herbs they shall eat it. — It is a positive commandment that we are commanded to eat the lamb of 

the Passover offering on the night of the fifteenth, with its other conditions that are mentioned—that it be 

roasted,
13

 that it be eaten in one house[hold], and that it be eaten with unleavened bread and bitter herbs, 

as God, may He be exalted, said, “And they shall eat the flesh in that night, roasted with fire, and 

unleavened bread; and with bitter herbs they shall eat it.”  

                                                           
9
 Rashi writes, “from six hours [after sunrise = halakhic noon] and onward is called bein ha-arbayim” (Exod. 12:6). 

Both Maimonides and Rashi are based on Mekhilta de-Pisḥa 5.  
10

 See Ibn Ezra on Exod. 12:5 (long commentary), who quotes an opinion that only the first Passover required sheep 

and goats, but later observances of Passover could be fulfilled even with bullocks. However, Ibn Ezra roundly 

rejects that opinion, and it is not accepted as normative practice.  
11

 Rashi quotes this teaching at the present verse. The Talmud entertains several possible scriptural sources for this 

principle (see Kiddushin 41a). 
12

 According to Maimonides, the commandment to affix parchment to the doorposts is derived from the verse, “And 

you shall inscribe them on your doorposts of your house, and on your gates” (Deut. 6:9, 11:20; ShM Pos. 15). I.e., 

the commandment to hang a mezuzah does not originate with the present verse.  

Elsewhere he adds, “An individual is obligated to be exceedingly cautious concerning the mezuzah, 

because it is an obligation on everyone at all times. And whenever he enters and departs he will encounter the unity 

of the name of the Holy One, blessed is He, and he will remember his love, and he will be aroused from his slumber 

and his fixation about the vanities of the age, and he will know that there is nothing that endures forever and all 

eternity but for the eternal Rock, and immediately he will return to his senses [le-da’ato] and walk in the ways of the 

righteous. And the Sages said that whoever has tefillin on his head and his arm, and tzitzit on his garment and a 

mezuzah on his doorway, it is assured to him that he will not come to sin, because there are many reminders, which 

are the angels that save him from sinning, as it says, “The angel of God camps around those who fear Him, and 

protects them” (Ps. 34:8; Mezuzah 6:13). 
13

 See Hizkuni on the present verse, who writes that it must be roasted in order that “its smell will waft in the noses 

of the Egyptians, and they will know that you are eating their deity.” This will relate to Exod. 12:12 (see there). 
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And perhaps a difficulty will arise and we will ask why eating the Passover offering, the bitter 

herbs, and the unleavened bread should be counted as one commandment, and not as three separate 

commandments—eating the Passover offering, eating the bitter herbs, and eating the unleavened bread. I 

should answer him that indeed eating the unleavened bread is a commandment in its own right, as we will 

explain (see ShM, Pos. 158, based on Exod. 12:18).  

Likewise, it is true that eating the Passover offering is a commandment in its own right. However, 

[eating] the bitter herbs is secondary to the commandment of the Passover offering, and is not counted as 

a [biblical] commandment in its own right. And the proof of this matter is that we eat the meat of the 

Passover offering regardless of whether we have bitter herbs, but bitter herbs may only be eaten with the 

Passover offering, to fulfill what He, may He be exalted, said, “with bitter herbs they shall eat it.” And if 

he ate the bitter herbs without meat [of the Passover offering], he has not accomplished anything, and we 

do not say that he has fulfilled [even] one commandment of eating the bitter herbs.  

The language of the Mekhilta is, “‘roast with fire, and unleavened bread; and with bitter herbs’ — 

the verse teaches that the commandment of the Passover offering is roasted [meat] with unleavened bread 

and bitter herbs,” which means that the commandment is the inclusion of all of them. And there it says, 

“From where do you know that if someone lacks unleavened bread and bitter herbs, he has still fulfilled 

the obligation to eat the Passover offering? As it says, yokhluhu [he shall eat it],” which means the meat 

[even] alone.  

One might think that just as one who lacks unleavened bread and bitter herbs can fulfill his 

commandment to eat the Passover offering, so too if he does not have a Passover offering, he may fulfill 

his commandment of unleavened bread and bitter herbs.  One might think that since the Paschal offering 

is a positive commandment, and the matzah and bitter herbs are positive commandments, once you learn 

that if he lacks matzah and bitter herbs, he may fulfill his obligation by [just] eating the Passover offering, 

similarly if he lacks the Passover offering, he may fulfill his obligation by just eating matzah and bitter 

herbs. Therefore we come to learn—yokhluhu [“they shall eat it”]. 

And there it also states, “‘they shall eat it’ — from here the Sages said that the Passover offering 

should be eaten even if one is already sated, but matzah and bitter herbs may not be eaten if one is sated.” 

This is because the primary commandment is to eat the meat, as it says, “and they shall eat the flesh on 

this night” (Exod. 12:8), and the bitter herbs are secondary to the Passover offering and its obligations, as 

will be clear from these passages to he who understands them. 

And the clear proof of this principle is what the Talmud rules, “Today, [eating] bitter herbs is 

only a rabbinic obligation” (Pesaḥim 120a). This is because from the Torah, there is no separate 

obligation to eat it; rather it is only eaten with the Passover offering. And this is a clear proof that it is a 

secondary obligation after the [primary] commandment [of eating the Passover offering], not that eating 

[the bitter herb] is an independent commandment (ShM, Pos. 56; similarly at Korban Pesaḥ 8:1-2; see 

also PhM Pesaḥim 2:6 and Nahmanides on the present verse). 

 

FURTHER: If he ate an olive’s measure [of the Passover offering] while it was still day, he transgressed a 

positive commandment, as it says, “And they shall eat the flesh on that night”—at night and not during 

the day (Korban Pesaḥ 8:5).
14

 

 

                                                           
14

 Based on Pesaḥim 41b. See also Nahmanides (Shikhḥat he-Asin 12). 
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FURTHER: [From the Haggadah:] This bitter herb that we eat—what is its reason (cf. Exod. 12:8)? 

Because the Egyptians embittered the lives of our forefathers in Egypt, as it says, “And they made their 

lives bitter with hard bondage, in mortar, and in brick, and in all manner of labor in the field: all their 

service, wherein they made them serve, was with rigor” (Exod. 1:14) (Nusaḥ ha-Haggadah; quoted also 

at Exod. 1:14; See also Ḥametz u-Matzah 7:5, based on m. Pesaḥim 10:5). 

 

This is the standard rabbinic interpretation for why Jews eat bitter herbs on the night of Passover. 

However, Maimonides does not appear to quote this reason in any of his writings except in his 

transcription of the Haggadah. While it is not clear if Maimonides had any reason for omitting the 

standard reason given in the Mishnah, it is worth pointing out that other commentaries gave alternate 

explanations for this commandment. Ibn Ezra writes that since Egypt was always humid, natives had the 

practice of dipping their food in bitter herbs as a remedy (long and short commentaries). Hizkuni writes 

that the Passover offering was a symbolic slaying of the Egyptian deity, and eating the lamb with bitter 

herbs was a way to show contempt for the Egyptian belief system (also at Exod. 12:10, s.v. ba-eish).  

 

FURTHER: Passover teaches us to remember the miracles which God wrought in Egypt, and to perpetuate 

their memory; the Feast of Tabernacles reminds us of the miracles God wrought in the wilderness. The 

moral lessons derived from these feasts is this: man ought to remember his evil days in his days of 

prosperity. He will thereby be induced to thank God repeatedly, to lead a modest and humble life. We eat, 

therefore, unleavened bread and bitter herbs on Passover in memory of what happened unto us (Guide 

3:43). 

 

12:9. Do not eat it raw [na]... — “Raw” [na], which the Torah warns about refers to meat which was 

initially exposed to fire and became slightly roasted, but which was not yet fit for human consumption.
15

 

However, if he eats of it while it is still raw, he is does not receive lashes, but he did squander the 

opportunity to perform a positive commandment, as it is written, “roasted with fire” (Exod. 12:9), which 

means that if it is not roasted in the fire, it is prohibited (Korban Pesaḥ 8:6).
16

 

 

... nor boiled at all in water... — This prohibition of “cooking,” which the Torah prohibited, refers to 

cooking in water or other liquids, or fruit juice. The phrase bashel mevushal
17

 is expansive to include any 

type of cooking [in liquid] (Korban Pesaḥ 8:7; see also PhM Pesaḥim 2:8).
18

  

 

Do not eat it raw nor boiled at all in water, but roasted with fire; its head with its legs, and with its 

entrails. — Regarding the Passover offering it is stated, “Eat not of it na nor boiled in water,” and we 

will count this prohibition as one commandment. We will not count “Eat not of it na” as one 

commandment and “Eat not of it cooked [in water]” as a separate commandment, since the verse did not 

                                                           
15

 Rashi on the present verse writes, “that which is not entirely roasted is called na in the Arabic language.” Ibn Ezra 

also points to the relationship between Hebrew and Arabic to understand na as “raw” (long and short 

commentaries). See also Pesaḥim 41a, where it is suggested na means “half cooked.”  
16

 Elsewhere, Maimonides says the word ḥai is a synonym for na, and that both mean “raw” (PhM Pe’ah 8:3). 
17

 A double language of “cooking.” 
18

 Based on Pesaḥim 41a; so also Rashi on the present verse. Hizkuni points out that bashel can indeed refer to 

“roasting,” not just “cooking in water, i.e., boiling” using 2 Chron. 35:13 as a prooftext (see Hizkuni n Exod. 12:11). 
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specify each matter as a separate prohibition, and it did not state, “Do not eat of it na and not cooked.” 

Rather, this one prohibition comes and include two separate but related activities (ShM, Principle 9).  

 

FURTHER: It is a negative commandment that we are warned against eating the Passover offering either 

cooked [in water] or undercooked. [It can be eaten] only roasted by fire, as He, may He be exalted, said, 

“Do not eat it raw or boiled at all in water…” (ShM, Neg. 125).  

 

FURTHER: [Generally, if someone violates a negative prohibition, the default punishment is lashes. 

However, in some cases, a negative prohibition does not receive lashes, and one of those cases is 

prohibition of a “general nature” (לאו שבכללות)19:] What is a prohibition of a general nature? This is a 

prohibition that includes many different matters, like “do not eat blood” (Lev. 19:26). Similarly, if a 

negative commandment is stated, “Do not do such an action,” since it did not specify which action was 

intended, he does not receive lashes for violating any of them unless the Torah divides them into separate 

prohibitions or it is stated in the oral tradition that they are so divided. How so? As it states, “Eat not of it 

na or cooked [in water],” so he if he partakes of it na or cooked [i.e., part of it is na and part of it has been 

cooked in water], he does not receive two sets of lashes, only one (Hilkhot Sanhedrin 18:3; also PhM 

Makkot 3:1; see also Korban Pesaḥ 8:4). 

 

... but roasted with fire... — One may not roast the Passover offering on a stone or metal vessel, as it 

says, “roasted on fire,” and not roasted on anything else (Korban Pesaḥ 8:9; see also 8:10).  

 

12:10. You shall let nothing of it remain until morning... — It is a negative commandment that we are 

warned against allowing any amount of the meat of the Passover offering to remain until the next day, 

that is to say, the fifteenth
20

 [of Nisan]. And this is what He said, “You shall let nothing of it remain until 

morning.” And we have already explained that this is a negative commandment. We have already 

explained (Pos. 91) that this prohibition is a negative commandment connected to a positive 

commandment, which stated, “and that which remains of it to morning you shall burn with fire.” And in 

the Mekhilta [de-Rashbi], “the verse, ‘and that which remains of it’ comes to connect a positive 

commandment to a negative commandment.” Therefore one who violates this prohibition does not receive 

lashes (ShM, Neg. 117). 

 

FURTHER: It is prohibited to allow any sacral meat to remain after the time that it should be eaten, as it 

says about the korban todah, “you shall not leave any of it over until the morning” (Lev. 22:30), and this 

law applies to all offerings. And one who leaves it over does not receive lashes, since the verse connected 

it to a positive commandment, as it says, “that which remains of it to morning you shall burn with fire” 

(Pesulei ha-Mukdashin 18:9; based on Pesaḥim 84a and Hullin 83a). 

 

FURTHER: A person should try to make sure that no meat of the Passover offering remains until morning, 

as it says, “You shall let nothing of it remain until morning” (Exod. 12:10). And similarly regarding the 

Second Passover, it says, “You shall leave nothing over until morning” (Num. 9:12). And if he lets it 

remain, whether during the First or Second Passover, he violates a negative commandment. However he 

                                                           
19

 See Hilkhot Sanhedrin 18:1-3. 
20

 Other versions say the “sixteenth.”  
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does not receive lashes, since it is a negative commandment connected to a positive commandment, as it 

says, “and that which remains of it to morning you shall burn with fire” (Korban Pesaḥ 10:11). 

 

FURTHER: And He said, “You shall let nothing of it remain until morning” (Exod. 12:10), and this is a 

prohibition whose violation is not by the commission of an act (PhM Makkot 3:3).
21

 

 

... and that which remains of it to morning you shall burn with fire. — It is prohibited on a festival 

day to burn holy offerings that require burning on account of impurity or zulatah, since God only allowed 

us [to use fire] for things that are eaten [on the festival day]. And it is stated, “and that which remains of it 

to morning you shall burn with fire,” and [the Sages] stated that this verse comes to teach that this 

burning should take place on the second morning, which means the day after the festival day it should be 

incinerated, but not on the festival day itself (PhM Shabbat 2:1).
22

 

 

Rashi on the present verse writes, “What does [the phrase] ‘to morning’ come to teach? To give one 

morning to another morning, since ‘morning’ means from sunrise, and this verse comes to make it 

earlier—even from dawn. And this is the simple meaning. However, there is another implication: it 

teaches that [the remains of the Passover offering] are not incinerated on the festival day, but on the 

day following, and so we derive, ‘and that which remains of it to [the first] morning’ shall remain and be 

burned on the second morning.” Rashi says the first explanation is the simple meaning (peshat), and the 

second explanation is a derived meaning (midrash). Maimonides quotes only the second explanation. 

 

12:11. And thus shall you eat it; with your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, and your staff in 

your hand; and you shall eat it in haste; it is the LORD’s Passover. — Maimonides says this is all so 

that they could leave Egypt hastily. See Guide 3:46, quoted at Exod. 12:3. Rashi also says that ḥippazon is 

“language of panic and haste [lashon bahalah u-mehirut].” Seforno adds that this is a demonstration of 

the faith the Jews had in God at that moment.  

 

FURTHER: In each generation, a person must show himself
23

 as having personally left the bondage of 

Egypt, as it says, “And he took us out from there” (Deut. 6:23). And regarding this, the Holy One, blessed 

                                                           
21

 As noted above, the punishment for many negative prohibitions is lashes. However, there are many exceptions to 

this rule. For example, if a negative act can be corrected by a positive act (lav ha-nittak le-aseh), then the person 

does not receive lashes, but is required to perform that positive action. Another exception is if a prohibition is 

violated passively (lav she-ein bo ma’aseh), then lashes will not be administered. Maimonides gives two 

explanations for why someone who violates “You shall let nothing of it remain until morning” does not receive 

corporal punishment. In his PhM, he suggests the reason is that it is a passive prohibition. However, in the Mishneh 

Torah, he twice says the reason is because the negative prohibition can be remedied by a positive act of burning the 

remains of the Passover offering. 
22

 Based on BT Shabbat 24b, BT Pesaḥim 83b, BT Temurah 4b; see also PHM Pesaḥim 7:10, where according to 

that Mishnah, if 16 Nisan falls on the Sabbath, then the burning is delayed until 17 Nisan. In the Mishneh Torah, 

Maimonides derives the same general prohibition against burning offerings on festivals from Lev. 7:19 (see Shevitat 

Yom Tov 3:8).  
23

 The standard printings of the Mishnah have lir’ot, “to see oneself” (m. Pesaḥim 10:5), but Maimonides appears to 

have the language le-harot, “to show oneself” (see Maggid Mishneh). Maimonides uses the same word le-harot, “to 

show,” regarding Purim and Hanukkah as well (Megillah 2:12 and Ḥanukkah 3:3). See my “Philosophical 

Implications of Pirsumei Nissa” Torah Musings December 29, 2016 (end of appendix). It is worth noting that the 

Kaufmann Codex of the Mishnah omits this phrase entirely.  
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is He, commanded us in the Torah, “Remember that you were slaves” (Deut. 5:15), which means as if 

you, yourself, were a slave and went forth to freedom and were redeemed (Ḥametz u-Matzah 7:6; see also 

Ibn Ezra [long]).  

 

Rabbenu Manoah on this passage in Maimonides elaborates: “And by this remembrance, the fear of 

God will always be before him, when he sees the Providence of God towards Israel, and he will never 

turn his heart from Him, may He be blessed. And if he lives in a time of great oppression, he will trust in 

God the Hope of Israel who will save him in a time of distress. And just as the redemption from Egypt 

was a cause to improve their future, so too all the troubles of this exile are the cause for Israel to have 

an eternal redemption.” 

 

12:12. And I will pass through [ve-avarti] the whole land of Egypt on that night... — Maimonides 

explains there are five meanings of avar (עבר), literally, “pass over” or “pass through,” and he says the 

third meaning applies to the present verse: 

1. ... the motion of a body in space, and is chiefly applied to living creatures moving at some distance in 

a straight line, e.g., “And He passed over [avar] them” (Gen. 33:3). 

2. ... [it] is applied to the passage of sound through air, as “And they caused a sound to pass [va-

ya’aviru] in the camp” (Exod. 36:6). 

3. Figuratively it denoted the appearance of the Light and the Divine Presence (Shekhinah) which the 

prophets perceived in their prophetic visions, as it is said, “And behold a smoking furnace, and a 

burning lamp that passed [avar] between those pieces” (Gen. 15:17). This took place in a prophetic 

vision, for the narrative commences, “And a deep sleep fell upon Abram.” The verb has this latter 

meaning in Exod. 12:12, “And I shall pass [ve-avarti] through the land of Egypt” (denoting “I shall 

reveal myself,” etc.), and in all similar places. 

4. The verb is next employed to express that a person has gone too far, and transgressed the usual limit, 

in the performance of some act, as, “And as a man overcome [avaro] by wine” (Jer. 23:9). 

5. It is also used figuratively to denote: to abandon one aim, and turn to a different aim and object, e.g., 

“He shot an arrow causing it to miss [le-ha’aviro] the aim” (1 Sam. 20:36) (Guide 1:21; see also 

Exod. 13:12). 

Rashi writes, “Like a king who passes from one place to the next, and with one [act of] passing and in 

one moment they are all smitten.” This appears to be Maimonides’ first definition of avar, but 

Maimonides insists that this definition can never apply to God, writing, “God, being incorporeal, cannot 

be said to move, and consequently the verb ‘to pass’ cannot with propriety be applied to Him in its 

primary signification” (see the end of Guide 1:21). There appears to be a major debate between these 

two on the proper understanding of this verse, specifically this word ve-avarti. 

 

12:14. And this day shall be unto you for a memorial, and you shall celebrate it as a festival to the 

Lord; throughout your generations you shall keep it as an eternal statute. — God said, “and you 
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shall celebrate [ve-ḥaggotem] it as a festival to the Lord” (Exod. 12:14, Lev. 23:41), which means one 

should bring a peace offering, which is called a ḥagigah (PhM Ḥagigah 1:2).
24

 

 

12:15. Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread… — It is a positive commandment from the Torah 

to eat matzah on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan, as it says, “in the evening you shall eat unleavened 

bread” (Exod. 12:18)…. On the other days of the festival, eating matzah is discretionary. If he desires, he 

may eat matzah. If he desires, he may eat rice, millet, roasted seeds, or fruit (Ḥametz u-Matzah 6:1) 

 

The phrase “you shall eat unleavened bread” is understood in the negative: “you shall not eat any 

leavened bread” on Passover. The affirmative obligation to eat matzah only applies to the first night; for 

on, consuming matzah is discretionary. 

 

FURTHER: … if the eating of unleavened bread on Passover were only commanded for one day, we would 

not have noticed it, and its object would not have been manifest. For it frequently happens that we take 

the same kind of food for two or three days. But by continuing for a whole period [of seven days] to eat 

unleavened bread, its object becomes clear and evident (Guide 3:43). 

 

…surely [akh] — And it is said, “on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses” (12:15), so 

we know that that refers to the fourteenth, and it was proper to perform the destroying [burning] of leaven 

on the fourteenth, were it not for saying, “surely [akh] on the first day” (Exod. 12:15), since the word akh 

(“surely”) comes to as an exclusion. It is as if He qualified
25

 and said, “That which I said, ‘on the first 

day’ is not from the beginning of the day, but from part of the day” [i.e., only part of 14 Nisan] (PhM 

Pesaḥim 1:4). 

 

Maimonides is employing the hermeneutical principle that the words akh and rak allude to limitations 

(e.g., Rosh Hashanah 17b, Sanhedrin 49a). In this case the word akh means that the verse does not refer 

to the entire day of 14 Nisan, but only the latter part of the day. 

 

… on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses... — We are commanded to remove the 

leaven from our houses on the fourteenth of Nisan, and this is the commandment of destroying leaven [lit. 

“sourdough”], as God, may He be exalted, said, “surely on the first day you shall remove leaven from 

your houses.” And the Sages called this the commandment of destroying (bi’ur), meaning “destroying the 

leaven.” And the Jerusalem Talmud, tractate Sanhedrin (5:3), teaches, “[for possessing] leaven, one 

violates a positive and a negative commandment. The positive commandment of destroying (bi’ur), as it 

says, ‘you shall remove leaven from your houses,’ and the negative commandment of ‘leaven [se’or] shall 

not be found in your homes’ (Exod. 12:19)” (ShM, Pos. 156). 

 

FURTHER: It is a positive commandment from the Torah to remove the leaven before the time when it 

becomes prohibited to eat it, as it says, “on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses.” And 

through the oral tradition it is learned that this word “first” refers to the fourteenth [of Nisan].  And a 

proof of this matter is what is written in the Torah, “You shall not slaughter the blood of My sacrifice 

                                                           
24

 In the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides says the obligation to bring the ḥagigah originates from Deut. 16:15, not from 

the present verse. 
25

 Hebrew mi’et, “limited, excluded.” 
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with leaven” (Exod. 34:25), which means that you shall not slaughter the Passover offering while leaven 

is still present [in your domiciles]. And the Passover offering should be slaughtered on the fourteenth [of 

Nisan] after noontime. And what is this removal (hashbattah) that is mentioned in the Torah? It is that we 

nullify the leaven mentally [lit., “in his heart”] and consider it like the dust of the earth and to mentally 

conclude that there is no leaven at all in his domain, and that all of the leaven in his domain is like dust 

and like a thing that has no purpose at all (Ḥametz u-Matzah 2:1-2; based on Pesaḥim 6b). 

 

Maimonides appears to believe there are two components to the biblical commandment to rid one’s 

property of leaven. In ShM, he interprets the commandment of bi’ur ḥametz as physically removing the 

leaven from their homes. However, in the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides says that the biblical 

commandment of bi’ur ḥametz is to mentally nullify the leaven in one’s possession. Rabbi Joseph Karo, 

in the Kesef Mishnah, argues that according to Maimonides the Torah requires both physical destruction 

and mental nullification (bi’ur and bittul). 

 

... for whoever eats leaven [se’or]... — This is se’or itself which is kneaded in the dough in order to 

make leaven (PhM Eduyot 4:1).
26

 

 

... from the first day to the seventh day—that soul shall be cut off from Israel. — Whoever eats an 

olive’s measure of leaven on Passover from the night of the fifteenth until the end of the twenty-first day 

of Nisan receives karet, and if he eats it accidentally he must bring a korban ḥattat kavu’ah (M. Kereitot 

1:1). This applies to one who eats leaven or one who grinds it into a liquid and drinks it (Ḥametz u-

Matzah 1:1, based on Ḥullin 120a; see also Exod. 13:3). 

 

… that soul shall be cut off [ve-nikhretah ha-nefesh ha-hi] from Israel… — [Maimonides addresses 

the meaning of eternal reward in relation to karet]: The goodness that is hidden for the righteous is the 

life of the world to come, and this is life which has no death, and goodness that has no evil. And this is 

what is written in the Torah, “... so that it will be well with you and you will lengthen [your] days” (Deut. 

22:7). And from the oral tradition we learn “so that it will be well with you [le-ma’an yitav lakh, lit., ‘so it 

will be good for you’]” refers to a world that is entirely good, and “you will lengthen [your] days” refers 

to a world that is infinitely long, and that is the world to come (Kiddushin 39b). The reward of the 

righteous is that they will merit this pleasantness and this goodness.  

And the punishment of the wicked is that this will not merit this life; rather they will be cut off 

[yikkaretu] and they will perish. And whoever does not merit this life is like someone who is dead and 

will not live forever, but will be cut off on account of his wickedness and will be destroyed like an 

animal. And this is the karet mentioned in the Torah, as it says, “That soul will surely be cut off; its sin is 

upon it” (Num. 15:31). From the oral tradition, we learn that hikkaret means being cut off from this 

world, and tikkaret means being cut off from the world to come.
27

 This means that the soul, once it has 

separated from the body in this world, does not merit the world to come. Instead it is also cut off from the 

world to come (Teshuvah 8:1; see also Teshuvah 8:5, ShM Root 14, PhM Sanhedrin 10:1). 

 

                                                           
26

 Hebrew se’or is usually translated as “sourdough.” See ShM, Neg. 200 where Maimonides says the punishment is 

the same for consuming either ḥametz or se’or. R. Saadiah makes the same comment (Exod. 13:7). 
27

 R. Akiva’s opinion in BT Sanhedrin 64b and Sifrei “Shelaḥ” Piska 6. See also Sifra “Emor” 14:4. 
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The word karet (originally hikkaret) has sparked a lot of interpretations, including  

 death at the hands of Heaven, whose days are cut short and he dies before his time, and childless 

(Rashi on Lev. 17:9 and on BT Shabbat 25a; Ibn Ezra and Shadal on Gen. 17:14);  

 death before the age of fifty (BT Mo’ed Katan 28a);  

 death between the ages of fifty and sixty (Rava in BT Mo’ed Katan 28a);   

 destruction of the soul (Maimonides based on R. Akiva; this is the rejected opinion in Ibn Ezra) 

 “that soul shall be cut off,’ not that human body or that man, but that soul and mind. Cut off from 

what? From its generation; for the whole generation is incorrupt. Therefore the wicked man is 

removed from incorruption to corruption” (Philo, Questions and Answers on Genesis 3.52);  

 being banished from the Jewish people or treated as a foreigner so that he would have to exile 

himself among the Gentiles (Clericus as quoted from Shadal on Gen. 17:14).28 

Nahmanides (Lev. 18:29) differentiates between three types of karet (see also his Sha’ar ha-Gemul §8): 

1. ve-nikhreta ha-ish ha-hu (Exod. 30:33, 38; 17:4, 9) 

2. ve-nikhretu ha-nefashot ha-osot (Gen. 17:14, Exod. 12:19, Lev. 18:29) 

3. hikkaret tikkaret ha-nefesh ha-hi avonah bah (Num. 15:31). This is the verse Maimonides uses to 

explain that the punishment for karet is loss of this world and the next world. However Nahmanides 

points out that this verse is referring only to idolatry and megaddef, not other sins for which one is 

deserving of karet. Whereas Maimonides applies this rabbinic dictum to the default meaning of 

karet, Nahmanides says it applies only to the isolated cases of idolatry and megaddef.  

FURTHER: The eating of leavened bread on Passover (Exod. 12:15) and breaking the fast on the Day of 

Atonement (Lev. 23:29) are likewise punished with excision [karet]: first o account of the great 

discomfort which the laws causes in these cases; second on account of the principles of faith which the 

laws of Passover and of the Day of Atonement inculcate: they confirm fundamental principles of the Law, 

namely, the belief in the wonderful departure [of Israel] from Egypt… (Guide 3:41). 

 

12:16. And on the first day there shall be a holy convocation... — It is a positive commandment that 

we are commanded to rest on the first day of Passover, and He, may He be exalted, said, “And on the first 

day there shall be a holy convocation.” And know by way of introduction that whenever it is stated in the 

Torah mikra kodesh [“holy convocation”], [the Sages] explain it with the term kadshehu [sanctify it] 

(Rosh Hashanah 32a).
29

 And the meaning of kadshehu is that we should do no labor unless it is to prepare 

food, as the Scripture explains (Exod. 12:16) (ShM, Pos. 159).  

 

... and on the seventh day will be a holy convocation for you... — It is a positive commandment that 

we are commanded to abstain from work on the seventh day of Passover (ShM, Pos. 160). 

 

... no labor shall be done on them... — It is a negative commandment that we are prohibited from doing 

work on the first day of Passover (ShM, Neg. 323).  

                                                           
28

 See Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-17, p. 457. See also Tosafot on Yevamot 2a, s.v. eishet in the name of the Riva. 
29

 Hebrew mikra from kara, meaning “call, proclaim,” so mikra kodesh means one should “call it holy,” hence our 

obligation to verbally declare it holy. 
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FURTHER: Whoever rests from constructive labor [melakhah] on one of these days [i.e., festivals] fulfills a 

positive commandment, as it says, shabbaton (e.g., Lev. 23:24), which means “rest” [shevut]. And 

whoever performs one of these constructive labors that is not for the sake of eating, such as building, 

destroying, weaving, or the like, on any of these days squanders a positive commandment, and violates a 

negative commandment, as it says, “You shall not perform any constructive labor” (Lev. 23:7), “no labor 

shall be done on them” (Exod. 12:16). And if a person does [labor] with witnesses and warning, he 

receives lashes from the Torah (Shevitat Yom Tov 1:2). 

 

... except for what shall be eaten for any soul... — This is true for other festival days as well [and not 

just Passover] (ShM, Neg. 328). 

 

FURTHER: On the following six days, Scripture prohibited work. They are: the first and seventh day of 

Passover; the first and eighth day of the festival of Sukkot; the day of the festival of Shavuot; and the first 

day of the seventh month (i.e., Rosh Hashanah). These days are called yomim tovim (festivals). And [the 

obligation to] rest on all of them is equal with respect to any laborious work, except for work that is for 

the purpose of eating, as it says, “except for what shall be eaten for any soul” (Shevitat Yom Tov 1:1). 

 

FURTHER: Washing and anointing are included [in the category of] eating and drinking, so one may 

perform these activities on a festival day, as it says, “except for what shall be eaten for any soul” — for 

all the needs of the body. Therefore we may heat up water on a festival and wash our faces, hands, and 

feet in it. However, it is forbidden to wash one’s entire body, because of the [rabbinic] prohibition against 

going to a bathhouse (Shevitat Yom Tov 1:16; see also PhM Betzah 2:4). 

 

... that may be done only for you. — We are not permitted to bake or cook on a festival for the purpose 

of feeding Gentiles or dogs, as it says, “that may be done only for you” — for you, and not for Gentiles; 

for you, and not for dogs (Shevitat Yom Tov 1:13, based on Betzah 20b, 21b; see also PhM Ḥallah 1:8).  

 

FURTHER: Preparing [the two loaves] does not override [the prohibitions of] the festival day, and needless 

to say, it does not override the Sabbath. Instead, we should bake them on the day before the festival, as it 

says, “that may be done only for you” — for you, and not for the Almighty (Temidin u-Musafin 8:8). 

 

12:17. And you shall observe the [feast of] unleavened bread, for on that very day I brought your 

armies forth from the land of Egypt; and you shall observe this day for all generations as an eternal 

ordinance. — [The Hebrew phrase ת ַהַמּצֹות ם אֶּ תֶּ ַמרְׁ  is understood rabbinically in its literal sense, “and ּושְׁ

you shall guard the unleavened bread”:] That is to say that we are warned about the unleavened bread 

and we should guard it from any possibility of becoming leaven. Therefore the Sages said that a person 

must be careful regarding grain—that no water comes [into contact with] it after it has been harvested, in 

order that it will not contain any leaven (Ḥametz u-Matzah 5:9).
30

 

 

FURTHER: [The reason] one does not fulfill his obligation with thanksgiving loaves and Nazirite’s cakes is 

that they were made for himself, that is to say, to bring them with the offering which he is obligated to 

                                                           
30

 In some MS’s, this passage is spread over halakhot 8 and 9. The Maggid Mishneh notes that Maimonides does not 

differentiate between matzah for Seder night and matzah for the other days of Passover. 
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bring, as we have been commanded. Yet even though these are bona fide matzah, since it says, “and you 

shall guard the unleavened bread,” the tradition requires unleavened bread that was watched for the sake 

of matzah, which excludes whatever was not watched for the sake of matzah but for the sake of an 

offering (PhM Pesaḥim 2:5; see also Ḥametz u-Matzah 6:9, based on Pesaḥim 38b).  

 

12:18. In the first [month] on the fourteenth of the month in the evening you shall eat unleavened 

bread until the twenty-first day of the month in the evening. — It is a positive commandment from the 

Torah to eat matzah on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan, as it says, “in the evening you shall eat 

unleavened bread.” [This applies] to every place and every time.  And this [obligation] of eating [matzah] 

is not dependent on the Passover offering (see Exod. 12:8); rather it is a separate commandment, and this 

obligation lasts all night long. On the other days of the festival, eating matzah is discretionary. If he 

desires, he may eat matzah. If he desires, he may eat rice, millet, roasted seeds, or fruit. However on the 

night of the fifteenth alone there is an obligation [to eat matzah]. And one who eats an olive’s measure 

has fulfilled his obligation (Ḥametz u-Matzah 6:1; see also ShM, Pos. 158).  

 

FURTHER: Eating matzah on the night of Passover is a positive commandment, as God said, “in the 

evening you shall eat unleavened bread.” And it is also said, “You shall eat no leavened bread with it [the 

Passover offering]; seven days you shall eat unleavened bread with it” (Deut. 16:3). Any grains whose 

dough ferments can be used to fulfill the obligation of [eating] matzah. And only these five species can 

ferment. However, other species like rice, millet, or jari, their dough spoils [nitkalkel] if it is left out but 

does not ferment (PhM Pesaḥim 2:5).  

 

12:19. Seven days no yeast shall be found in your houses… — [According to rabbinic interpretation, 

the prohibitions “no yeast shall be found in your houses” (Exod. 12:19) and “no leaven shall be seen 

among you” (Exod. 13:7) under the term bal yeira’eh bal yimmatzei—shall be neither seen nor found:] 

— We are warned against seeing leaven in all your borders for seven days. The source is what God said, 

“no yeast shall be seen in all of your borders” (Exod. 13:7). These [ḥametz = leaven, and se’or = 

yeast/sourdough] are not two separate matters; rather they are one matter. And in the explanation of this, 

the Sages said, “The verse begins with ḥametz and ends with se’or. That is to say that there is no 

difference between ḥametz itself and something that causes fermentation [se’or]. And one who 

transgressed and allowed leaven to remain on his property does not receive lashes unless he purchased 

leaven on Passover and acquired it, for that would be an action. And the language of the Tosefta: “One 

who allows leaven to remain [on his property] and one who allows kilayim to grow in his vineyard does 

not receive lashes”
31

 (ShM, Neg. 200). 

 

FURTHER: We are prohibited to have leaven found on our property, even if it is not visible, and even if it 

is a deposit. And this is what God said, “Seven days no yeast shall be found in your houses.” And as 

mentioned above (Neg. 200), that one receives lashes for violating this prohibition only when there is an 

action performed, in accordance with the principles explained in tractate Shevuot (21a). And the Sages 

have explained in many places that one violates “it shall not be seen” and “it may not be found.”
32

  

                                                           
31

 T. Makkot 4:5. In Ḥametz u-Matzah 1:3, Maimonides explains that one is only liable for lashes if he purchases or 

actively makes leaven, because otherwise the prohibition would be passive. 
32

 Meaning these are two separate prohibitions. 
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And at the beginning of tractate Pesaḥim (4-14), these two commandments are discussed, where 

it is explained, “no ]yeast[ shall be seen in all of your borders” (Exod. 13:7) and “no yeast shall be found 

in your houses” (Exod. 12:19). There it is taught that each prohibition teaches something that the other 

one does not, and someone who keeps leaven violates both “it shall not be seen” and “it may not be 

found” (ShM, Neg. 201).
33

 

 

FURTHER: It is written in the Torah, “No leaven shall be seen among you” (Exod. 13:7). [One might 

think] if it were buried or lent to a Gentile, one would not be in violation, [therefore] we learn, “no yeast 

shall be found in your houses” — even if it is buried or lent away.
34

 Perhaps he will only commit a 

violation if the leaven was in his house, but if it was far away from his house, in a field, or in a different 

city, he would not be in violation; therefore we learn “in all of your borders” (Exod. 13:7) — anywhere in 

your possession. Perhaps he will be obligated to destroy leaven belonging to a Gentile or that is 

consecrated; therefore we learn, “[no leaven] shall be seen among you” (Exod.13:7) — you may not see 

what belongs to you, but you are permitted to see what belongs to others or what has been consecrated 

(Ḥametz u-Matzah 4:1).   

 

FURTHER: God said, “Seven days no yeast shall be found in your houses.” We learn from here that the 

obligation to destroy the leaven is certainly before the seven-day holiday, in order that there be seven days 

from beginning to end during which time leaven shall not be found (PhM Pesaḥim 1:4). 

 

 … for whoever eats of leaven, that soul shall be cut off from the congregation of Israel... — For a 

discussion of the meaning of karet, see at Exod. 12:15. 

 

... whether stranger or a native of the land [ba-ger u-va-ezraḥ ha-aretz]. — The preposition ba- in this 

passage [of ba-amal Yisrael, lit., “in the misery of Israel” (Judg. 10:16)] has the force of the preposition 

min [from, of]; and ba-amal is identical with me-amal. Grammarians give many instances of this use of 

the preposition ba-: “And that which remains of [ba-] the flesh and of [ba-] the bread” (Lev. 8:32); “If 

there remains but few of [ba-] the years” (Lev. 25:52); “Of [ba-] the strangers and of [ba-] those born in 

the land” (Exod. 12:19) (Guide 1:41).
35

 

 

12:20. You shall not eat anything that is leavened... — We are forbidden to eat foods that have a 

mixture of leaven, even if they are not bread. [This includes] muryas, kutaḥ, and beer, and anything 

similar. And this is what God said, “You shall not eat anything that is leavened.” And the language of the 

Mekhilta is, “‘You shall not eat anything that is leavened’ — to include kutaḥ from Babylonia, beer from 

Medea, and beer from Edom. (ShM, Neg. 198; see also Ḥametz u-Matzah 1:6). 

 

                                                           
33

 Even if it is seen to the eye, even if it is hidden. See Ḥametz u-Matzah 2:4, and Kesef Mishneh to Ḥametz u-

Matzah 1:3  
34

 Nahmanides takes issue with this and says that a Jew is not liable if his leaven is deposited with a Gentile (On 

Exod. 12:19). However the Shulḥan Arukh, following Maimonides, writes, “If a Jew entrusts his leaven to a 

neighboring Jew or a Gentile, even if [the latter] took upon responsibility, nonetheless the one who entrusts is in 

violation) Oraḥ Ḥayyim 440:4. 
35

 Saadiah and Ibn Ezra (long) make the same point on lo yokhal bo, “shall not eat it,” which they say means 

mimmennu “from it.”  
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FURTHER: [In most cases of prohibited food becoming mixed with permitted food, the prohibited food 

can be nullified if the mixture is large enough. However, no such leniency exists for leaven on Passover:] 

Do not be surprised about leaven not being nullified on Passover, since the Torah prohibited “anything 

that is leavened,” therefore the Sages were strict with this matter (Ma’akhalot Asurot 15:12; see also 

halakhah 9). 

 

Normally a mixture of two unalike substances is easier to allow than a mixture of two like substances. 

Based on this fact, the Kefesh Mishnah (Rabbi Joseph Karo) asks why the normal rules of bittul would not 

apply, even when two unalike substances are involved. He concludes, “it made sense to him 

[Maimonides] that they were strict because it says, ‘anything that is leavened.’” 

 

... in all your habitations you shall eat unleavened bread. — Priests may fulfill [their obligation to eat 

matzah using grain that was given as] ḥallah
36

 or terumah,
37

 even though this is not matzah that can be 

eaten by anyone. Similarly matzah [made from] the second tithe
38

 [can be used if he is] in Jerusalem. 

However, one does not fulfill his obligation with first-fruit
39

 even if he is in Jerusalem, since these cannot 

be eaten in all habitations (cf. present verse). And it is possible to redeem
40

 the second tithe and eat it 

anywhere [thereby fulfilling the verse “in all your habitations”]. And it is written, “in all your habitations 

you shall eat unleavened bread,” which means matzah that theoretically could be eaten in any habitation 

can be used to fulfill the obligation of matzah (Ḥametz u-Matzah 6:8; based on BT Pesaḥim 36a-b). 

 

12:22. And you shall take a bundle of hyssop and dip it in the blood that is in the basin, and touch 

the lintel and to the two doorposts with the blood that is in the basin. And no man among you shall 

go out from the doorway of his out until morning. — Regarding the Egyptian Passover, it says “and 

you shall take a bundle of hyssop.” Therefore we require a “bundle” [agudah], which is not less than three 

stalks (PhM Parah 11:9). 

 

FURTHER: I do not know… why a bundle of hyssop was commanded for the sprinkling of the blood of the 

Passover lamb. I cannot find any principle upon which to found an explanation why these particular 

things have been chosen (Guide 3:47). 

 

It is possible that the hyssop represented purity, as in “Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean” (Ps. 

51:7), as well as the purification from tzara’at (Leviticus 14). 

 

… hyssop [ezov]… — ezov is altzatar that is used by people when eating (PhM Negaim 14:6). 

 

                                                           
36

 The obligation to give a dough offering to the priest, pursuant to Num. 15:20. 
37

 The grain offering mentioned in Num. 18: 24. 
38

 The tithe eaten within the walls of Jerusalem as mentioned in Deut. 14:22-27. 
39

 The bringing of first fruits mentioned in Deut. 26:1-11. 
40

 The second tithe usually needs to be eaten within the walls of Jerusalem, but the owner has the option of 

redeeming the second tithe with silver, so the produce becomes completely desanctified, and the silver must be 

brought to Jerusalem and used to purchase new produce.  
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Shadal understands altzatar is origan (a relative of oregano); Kappach protests and says it is thyme. 

Alternatively, my friend Yair Shahak tells me altzatar almost certainly is za’atar (which was my intuition 

as well).  

 

12:23. For the Lord will pass through
41

 to strike down the Egyptians and will see the blood on the 

lintel and on the two doorposts, and the Lord will pass over the door and he will not let the 

destroyer to enter your houses to strike you. — Scripture tells us, according to the version of Onkelos, 

that the Egyptians worshipped Aries, and therefore abstained from killing sheep, and held shepherds in 

contempt, e.g., “Behold we shall sacrifice the abomination of the Egyptians” (Exod. 8:22); “For every 

shepherd is an abomination to the Egyptians” (Gen. 46:34). Some sects among the Sabeans worshipped 

demons, and imagined that these assumed the form of goats, and called them therefore “goats” [se’irim]. 

This worship was widespread, e.g., “And they shall no more offer their sacrifices unto demons, after 

whom they have gone whoring...” (Lev. 17:7). For this reason those sects abstained from eating goats’ 

flesh. Most idolaters objected to killing cattle, holding this species of animals in great estimation. 

Therefore the people of Hodu [India] up to this day do not slaughter cattle even in those countries where 

other animals are slaughtered.  

In order to eradicate these false principles, the Law commands us to offer sacrifices only of these 

three kinds: “You shall bring your offering of the cattle—of the herd and of the flock” (Lev. 1:2). Thus 

the very act which is considered by the heathen as the greatest crime, is the means of approaching God, 

and obtaining His pardon for our sins. In this manner, evil principles, the diseases of the human soul, are 

cured by other principles which are diametrically opposite.  

This is also the reason why we were commanded to kill a lamb on Passover, and to sprinkle the 

blood thereof outside on the gates. We had to free ourselves of evil doctrines and to proclaim the 

opposite, namely, that the very act which was then considered as being the cause of death would be the 

cause of deliverance from death, e.g., “And the Lord will pass over the door, and will not let the destroyer 

to enter your houses to strike you” (Exod. 12:23). Thus they were rewarded for performing openly a 

service every part of which was objected to by the idolaters (Guide 3:46).
42

 

 

12:25. And it will be when you enter [tavo’u] into the land which the Lord gives you as He has said, 

and you shall keep this service. — See Guide 1:22 (quoted below at Exod. 19:9), where Maimonides 

differentiates between several meanings of bo. On the present verse, Maimonides says bo means 

“enter” (not “come”), basing himself on Onkelos, who translates tavo’u as tei’alun. 

 

12:26-27. And it shall come to pass when your children will say to you, “What is this service to 

you.” And you shall say, “This is the sacrifice of the LORD’s Passover, who passed over the houses 

of the children of Israel in Egypt when he struck down the Egyptians, but our houses He saved,” 

and the people bowed down and worshipped. — What is the reason for this Passover offering? Because 

the Omnipresent One, may He be blessed, passed over the houses of our forefathers in Egypt, as it says, 

“And you shall say, ‘This is the sacrifice of the Lord’s Passover...’” (Ḥametz u-Matzah 7:5; see also 8:4).  

 

                                                           
41

 Hebrew, avar; see Guide 1:21 quoted at Exod. 12:12. 
42

 For the sake of convenience, this passage is reproduced twice; on the present verse and Exod. 8:22; see analysis 

there. See also Me’ilah 8:8, and Guide 3:32.  
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“This is the sacrifice of the LORD’s Passover.” — It is forbidden to have an improper intention [when 

performing sacred service....] Therefore, if an offering was slaughtered as a different offering, or took a 

grain offering for a different purpose, then whether he did so intentionally or accidentally, he is obligated 

to finish the remainder of the services with the proper intentions.... [Maimonides explains why this 

general principle does not apply to some specific offerings, including the Passover:] And with regard to 

the Passover offering, it is stated, “And you shall offer the Passover to the Lord your God” (Deut. 16:1), 

which means that the entire service must be performed as a Passover offering. And it is stated, “And you 

shall say, ‘This is the sacrifice of the LORD’s Passover,’” so it must be slaughtered as a Passover offering. 

And if he had in mind a different purpose, or for a different owner, it is invalid (Pesulei ha-Mukdashin 

15:3; see also 15:11, PhM Pesaḥim 5:2, and PhM Zevaḥim 1:1). 

 

There are two similar verses that are in operation simultaneously: “And you shall say, ‘This is the 

sacrifice of the LORD’s Passover’” (Exod. 12:27) as well as “And you shall offer the Passover to the LORD 

your God” (Deut. 16:1). There are two derivatives that are learned from these verses. First, the Passover 

offering must be brought qua a Passover offering; in other words, for most offerings, if the officiant had 

the wrong intention at the beginning but corrected it later, then the offering is still valid. However, the 

Passover offering must be brought qua Passover offering from beginning to end. Second, only people 

who had previously grouped together could eat the Passover offering, and the Passover offering had to 

be slaughtered with that group in mind. If the officiant had the wrong group in mind, then the offering is 

invalid. 

 According to the Babylonian Talmud, “And you shall offer the Passover to the Lord your God” 

teaches that it must be offered as a Passover offering, while “And you shall say, ‘This is the sacrifice of 

the Lord’s Passover’” teaches that it must be offered in the owners’ names (BT Zevaḥim 7b). However, 

the Jerusalem Talmud presents the matter differently: “From where do we know that the Passover 

offering must be brought for its own sake [i.e., as a Passover offering, and not as a different offering]? 

As it says, “And you shall say, ‘This is the sacrifice of [the Lord’s] Passover’” (JT Pesaḥim 5:2).  

 Maimonides quotes both versions in different places (one in PhM Pesaḥim 5:2 and one in PhM 

Zevaḥim 1:1), as has been pointed out by Kappach in his notes to Maimonides’ PhM. He also observes 

that in the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides does not specify which law is derived from which verse. 

12:39. And they baked unleavened cakes of dough that they had brought out of Egypt, for it had 

not leavened; for they had been driven out of Egypt and could not delay, nor had they prepared any 

food for themselves. — This matzah that we eat—what is its reason? Since our forefathers did not have 

time for the dough to rise before the supreme King of kings, the Holy One, blessed is He, appeared before 

them and redeemed them immediately, as it says, “And they baked unleavened cakes of dough that they 

had brought out of Egypt, for it had not leavened; for they had been driven out of Egypt and could not 

delay, nor had they prepared any food for themselves” (Nusaḥ ha-Haggadah; see also Ḥametz u-Matzah 

7:5). 

 

12:43. And the Lord said to Moses and Aaron: this is the statute of the Passover, no stranger may 

eat of it. — We are forbidden from giving [meat] from the Passover offering to a Jew who has 

apostatized, as He, may He be exalted, said, “no stranger [ben neikhar] may eat of it.” And [Onkelos] 



THE BIBLICAL MAIMONIDES 

 

      © Alec Goldstein, 2019                                                                                                                    21 

translates this, “any child of Israel who has apostatized.” And the language of the Mekhilta
43

: “‘Any ben 

neikhar’ — this refers to a Jew who has converted and practices idolatry” (ShM, Neg. 128). 

 

Rashi understands the verse more broadly than Maimonides. While Maimonides understands it as 

referring to an apostate (following Onkelos), Rashi believes the verse applies to both a Gentile and an 

apostate Jew. 

 

FURTHER: One who gives an olive’s measure [of meat] from the Passover offering, whether from the First 

Passover or the Second Passover, to an apostate who practices idolatry, or a resident alien, or a [Gentile] 

worker, violates a negative commandment. However, he does not receive lashes, but he does receive 

[rabbinic] lashes for insubordination. And the ben neikhar mentioned in the Torah refers to someone who 

worships a foreign [neikhar] deity (Korban Pesaḥ 9:7). 

 

Maimonides’ takes an expansive reading of the verse, which states that a “stranger” may not “eat” 

[yokhal] from the Passover offering, but Maimonides writes that we may not “feed” [ma’akhil] the 

Passover offering to a “stranger.” The Noahide Code, applicable to Gentiles, does not include a 

prohibition of eating from the Paschal offering. For this reason, Maimonides does not say it is prohibited 

for a Gentile to eat of this offering, but that it is prohibited for a Jew to feed it to a Gentile.   

 

12:44. And any slave that a man purchased with money, you shall circumcise him and then he may 

eat of it. — Just the circumcision of one’s son (v. 48) and his servants prevents him from slaughtering the 

Passover offering, it also prevents him from being allowed to eat of it, as it says, “you shall circumcise 

him and then he may eat of it” (Korban Pesaḥ 9:9).
44

 

 

FURTHER: Regarding a minor, the circumcision of his [i.e., the minor’s] male servants and [ritual] 

immersion of his maidservants does not prevent him joining in a group to eat the Passover offering, as it 

says ve-khol eved ish [and any servant of a man], to exclude a minor (Korban Pesaḥ 5:6). 

12:45. No foreigner or hired worker may eat of it. — We are forbidden to allow a resident alien to eat 

from the Passover offering,
45

 as it says, “No foreigner or hired worker may eat of it” (ShM, Neg. 126; see 

also PhM Yevamot 8:1). 

 

FURTHER: We may not allow a Gentile, even a resident alien or hired worker, to eat from it, as it says, “no 

foreigner or hired worker may eat of it” (Korban Pesaḥ 9:7; see also at v. 43). 

 

12:46. In one house shall it be eaten; you shall not carry any of the meat outside of the house... — 

We are forbidden from taking any part of the meat out of the place where we have assembled to eat it. 

This is what God, may He be exalted, said, “you shall not carry any of the meat outside of the house.” 

And the language of the Mekhilta, “‘outside’ — outside of the place where it is eaten.” And once it is 

                                                           
43

 Mekhilta de-Rashbi, BT Zevaḥim 22b. 
44

 See BT Yevamot 71a. The verse Maimonides quotes refers only to slaves, not to sons. Mahari Korkus writes, “Our 

Rabbi was not precise in quoting the baraita since there is no difference” whether he attributed it to v. 44 or v. 48. 

Alternatively, Maimonides might be basing himself on Mekhilta de-Rashbi, “Pisḥa” 15. 
45

 Lit., “from feeding the Passover offering to a resident alien.” 
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carried outside, one is prohibited to eat it, and it is like tereifah.
46

 And the Sages said, “If someone carries 

meat outside from one group to another, even though he violates a negative commandment, it is still pure, 

and one who eats it [also] violates a negative commandment” (Pesaḥim 85a). And there they said, “One 

who carries the meat of the Passover offering from one group to another does not become liable until he 

puts it down, [based on the common word] hotza’ah (“carrying out”) regarding the Sabbath (Exod. 

16:29). And if he puts it down, he becomes liable for lashes (ShM, Neg. 123; see also Korban Pesaḥ 9:1-3 

and PhM Pesaḥim 7:12). 

 

... and you shall not break any of its bones. — We are forbidden from breaking any of the bones of the 

Passover offering. This is what He said, “and you shall not break any of its bones.” And someone who 

broke one of the bones is liable to receive lashes. And in explaining it, the Sages said, “One who breaks a 

bone of the Passover offering when [the congregation is ritually pure] is liable to receive lashes” (ShM, 

Neg. 121; see also Korban Pesaḥ 10:1-2 and PhM Makkot 3:3). See Guide 3:46, quoted at Exod. 12:3, 

where Maimonides argues that the bones could not be broken because of the haste in which the Jews 

left Egypt. 

 

12:47. The entire congregation of Israel shall observe it. — On this verse as the source that ideally the 

Passover offering should be offered on behalf of a group, not an individual, see on Exod. 12:4. 

 

12:48. And when a stranger shall sojourn with you, and will keep the Passover to the LORD, let all 

his males be circumcised, and then let him come near and keep it... — Just as his own circumcision 

prevents him from observing the Passover, so too the circumcision of his minor sons and the circumcision 

of his servants, whether minors or adults, prevents him, as it says, “let all his males [be circumcised], and 

then let him come near and keep it.” And if he slaughtered [it] before circumcising them, the Passover 

offering is invalid. And similarly the [ritual] immersion of his maidservants for the sake of servitude 

prevents him [from observing the Passover]. And this matter we learn from the oral tradition: the 

immersion of maidservants is like the circumcision of man-servants (Korban Pesaḥ 5:5). 

 

... and he shall be as one that is born in the land; for no uncircumcised male shall eat of it. — 

Someone uncircumcised is forbidden from eating the Passover offering, as He, may He be exalted, said, 

“no uncircumcised male shall eat of it.” And someone who ate of it while uncircumcised is liable to 

receive lashes (ShM, Neg. 127; see also PhM Pesaḥim 5:3 and PhM Yevamot 8:1). 

 

FURTHER: By three acts the Jews entered into the covenant [with God]: circumcision, [ritual] immersion, 

and sacrifice. Circumcision was [practiced] in Egypt, as it says, “no uncircumcised male shall eat of it.” 

Moses circumcised them all, since in Egypt they had all neglected the rite of circumcision, except for the 

tribe of Levi, of whom it is said, “they upheld your covenant” (Deut. 33:9) (Issurei Biah 13:1-2). 

 

FURTHER: If someone uncircumcised eats an olive’s measure of meat of the Passover offering, he is liable 

to receive lashes, as it says, “no uncircumcised male shall eat of it [bo].” And bo (“of it”) means he may 

not eat of it [the Passover offering], but he may eat matzah and bitter herbs. Similarly, we may not allow a 

foreigner or hired worker (cf. v. 45) to eat of it (Korban Pesaḥ 9:8). 

                                                           
46

 Literally, “torn,” but in legal texts refers to any meat prohibited to eat. 
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FURTHER: The reason of the prohibition that the uncircumcised should not eat of it (Exod. 12:48) is 

explained by our Sages as follows: The Israelites neglected circumcision during their long stay in Egypt,
47

 

in order to make themselves appear like the Egyptians.
48

 When God gave them the commandment of the 

Passover, and ordered that no one should kill the Passover lamb unless he, his sons, and all the male 

persons in his household were circumcised, that only “then he could come near and keep it” (Exod. 

12:48), all performed this commandment, and the number of the circumcised being large the blood of the 

Passover and that of the circumcision flowed together. The prophet Ezekiel, referring to this event, says, 

“When I saw you sprinkled with thine own blood I said unto you, ‘Live because of your [two kinds of] 

blood’” (Ezek. 16:6), i.e., because of the blood of the Passover and that of the circumcision
49

 (Guide 

3:46).  

 

FURTHER: It is well known from the account of our Rabbis that before the Israelites left Egypt, they 

corrupted their ways and violated the covenant of circumcision, so that none of them save the tribe of 

Levi was circumcised.
50

 Only when the Passover commandment was promulgated, in connection with 

which God instructed Moses, “No uncircumcised shall eat of it” (Exod. 12:43), he ordered them to 

perform the rite. Our rabbis described the performance: Moses did the cutting, Joshua the ripping, and 

Aaron the sucking. The foreskins were collected in heaps. The blood of circumcision got mixed with the 

blood of the Paschal lamb, and this made them deserving of the redemption. This is the implication of 

God’s narration through Ezekiel, “When I passed by you and saw you wallowing in your blood, I said to 

you, ‘Live by your blood,’ Yea I said to you, ‘live by your blood’” (Ezek. 16:6). Our rabbis added that 

they became degenerate with incest, deriving it from the verse, “O mortal, once there were two women, 

daughters of one mother” (Ezek. 23:2) (Epistle on Martyrdom, ch. 2).  

 

  

                                                           
47

 Except for the Levites; see next source. 
48

 Nahmanides also says the Jews in Egypt did not practice circumcision, based on Ezek. 20:8 (on Exod. 12:42). 

Kappach observes that here Maimonides adds an additional reason as to why an uncircumcised male may not eat 

from sacrifices. Earlier in the chapter, Maimonides says that state of uncircumcision is inherently detestable. Here 

Maimonides adds that stigma is because the Egyptians did not practice this rite. Kappach also explains that the Jews 

did not neglect circumcision on account of negligence or due to the oppression of slavery, but because they wanted 

to appear like Egyptians, referencing the following Midrash: “When Joseph died, they neglected the obligation of 

circumcision, saying, ‘Let us be like the Egyptians’” (Exodus Rabbah 1:8). 
49

 This interpretation is based on Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer 29. Rashi on that verse writes, “by the blood and the 

Passover and the blood of circumcision, they were redeemed” (Ezek. 16:6, so also Targum; he quotes it again on the 

present verse). Others interpret this verse as referring to childbirth (Radak).  
50

 Maimonides maintains that the Jews in Egypt practiced idolatry, save the Levites (Avodah Zarah 1:3, based on 

Exod. 32:26 and Ḥagigah 6b, quoted as the introduction to the book of Exodus). 
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Exodus 13 

 

13:1-2. And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Sanctify to Me every firstborn, whatever opens the 

womb of the children of Israel, of man and of beast, is Mine. — God, may He be exalted, listed three 

types of firstborn in one verse, as it says, “whatever opens the womb [of the children of Israel, of man and 

of beast, is Mine]” of any flesh that you offer to the Lord of either man or beast shall belong to you, but 

you shall surely redeem the firstborn human and the firstborn of an non-kosher animal (Num. 18:15) 

(PhM Ḥallah 4:9). 

 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch observes that sanctifying firstborn humans, kosher animals, and donkeys 

represents the sanctification of “Man, his food, and his possessions” (on Exod. 13:13). 

 

FURTHER: We are commanded to sanctify firstborn [animals], that is to say, to set them aside and separate 

them for whatever is necessary to do with them. And this is what God, may He be exalted, said, “Sanctify 

to Me every firstborn, whatever opens the womb, of man and of beast, is Mine.” And it is explicitly 

mentioned in the Torah that this [word] “beast” (Deut. 15:19) refers only to cattle, sheep, and donkeys. 

And this commandment is repeated regarding kosher animals, and this is the commandment that we are 

speaking about now, “Your animal that is born among your cattle and your sheep you shall sanctify to the 

Lord your God” (Deut. 15:19). The law is that the firstborn of every kosher animal must be brought to the 

priests, who will offer its fat and its blood and will eat the rest of the meat.... It is already explained at the 

end of tractate Ḥallah that this commandment only applies in the land of Israel.
51

 In the language of the 

Sifrei, “One might think that we bring firstborn from outside the land [of Israel] to the land—therefore the 

Torah says, ‘And you shall eat before the Lord your God... the tithe of your grain, wine, and oil and the 

firstborn of your cattle and your sheep...’ (Deut. 14:23). [Only] from a place where you bring the [second] 

grain tithe shall you bring firstborn. But from outside of Israel, from where you do not bring the [second] 

grain tithe, you do not bring your firstborn.” It has been explained that this commandment only applies in 

the land [of Israel], but only in regards to it being sacrificed. Nonetheless, even though a firstborn in the 

Diaspora is not sacrificed, it remains holy [and cannot] be eaten until it develops a blemish. And there is 

no difference whether the Temple is standing or is in ruins, like in our era, just like regarding the [second] 

grain tithe. And the Levites are not obligated in this commandment
52

 (ShM, Pos. 79; see also ShM, Pos. 

80, the commandment to sanctify the first born human males, quoted at Exod. 22:28). 

 

FURTHER:  It is a positive commandment to separate all firstborn male issues, whether human, kosher 

animals, or donkeys. This applies whether the animals are healthy or tereifot, as it says, “Sanctify to Me 

every firstborn, whatever opens the womb of the children of Israel, of man and beast....” And all of it is 

given to the priests.
53

 Firstborn humans and firstborn donkeys are redeemed, and their redemption is given 

to the priests. A kosher firstborn animal is slaughtered in the Temple
54

 like other lesser holy offerings. 

And their blood is sprinkled, and its organs are incinerated, as we have explained in Ma’aseh ha-

                                                           
51

 Nahmanides writes, “They should sanctify them immediately, because it is to be a commandment that was 

practiced in the wilderness.” 
52

  Elsewhere Maimonides writes that the Levites are obligated to sanctify the firstborn (Bekhorot 1:7). Therefore 

Kappach suggests this might belong to the end of the next commandments, ShM, Pos. 80. 
53

 M. Ḥallah 4:9. R. Ovadiah writes, “he redeems it with a sheep [seh] and it [the donkey] has no more sanctity.” 
54

 Hebrew azarah. 
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Korbanot.
55

 And the rest of the meat is eaten by the priests, as it says, “You shall surely redeem firstborn 

non-kosher animals, but firstborn of a cow... you shall not redeem; they are holy.... And their meat shall 

be for you” (Num. 18:15-18) (Bekhorot 1:1-2). 

 

FURTHER: If [a Jew] receives an animal from a gentile to care for it, and the offspring are to be owned 

jointly, or if a gentile received an animal from a Jew under this arrangement, the animals are exempt from 

[the mandates] of firstborn, as it says, “whatever opens the womb of [the children of] Israel,”
56

 [meaning] 

it must belong to a Jew the entire time (Bekhorot 4:3).
57

 

 

FURTHER: In reference to the law concerning the firstborn of man and cattle it is distinctly said, “And it 

came to pass, when Pharaoh would hardly let us go, that the Lord slew all the first-born in the land of 

Egypt… therefore I sacrifice to the Lord...” (Exod. 13:15). But it can easily be explained why only cattle, 

sheep, and asses are mentioned in this law; these are kept as domestic animals, and are found in most 

places, especially in the land of Israel, where the Israelites were shepherds, they, their fathers, and 

forefathers: e.g., “Your servants are shepherds, both we and also our fathers” (Gen. 47:3).  

Horses and camels, however, are not wanted by shepherds, and are not found in all places; thus in 

the spoil of Midian (Numbers 31) no other animals are mentioned but oxen, sheep, and asses. But asses 

alone are indispensable to all people, especially to those who are engaged in the field or in the forest. 

Thus Jacob says, “I have oxen and donkeys” (Gen. 32:6). Camels and horses are not possessed by many 

people, but only by a few, and are only found in a few places. The law that the firstborn of a donkey was 

to have its neck broken [in case it is not redeemed] (Exod. 13:13; see there), will only ensure the 

redemption of the donkey. It has, therefore, been said that the act of redeeming the donkey is to be 

preferred to that of breaking its neck
58

 (Guide 3:39). 

 

13:3. And Moses said to the people, “Remember this day that you went forth from Egypt from the 

house of bondage, for with a mighty hand the Lord brought you forth from it... — See Exod. 13:8, 

where ShM, Pos. 157 and Ḥametz u-Matzah 7:1 are quoted. It must be noted that Maimonides 

understands this verse to teach the annual commandment of recounting the Exodus. However Rashi 

understands this verse to each “we must remember the Exodus from Egypt every day.”59 

                                                           
55

 Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot 5:17. Mahari Korkus here points out that Maimonides here uses the word “sprinkle” 

(zarak) rather than “pour” (shafakh), though the latter is the technical word used in the verse (Num. 18:17); he 

points out that in Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot, Maimonides’ language is consistent with the verse. He argues shefikhah 

bikhlal zerikah, “‘pouring’ is in the category of ‘sprinkling.’” 
56

 The verse reads בבני ישראל while the printed versions of Maimonides read בישראל. However, Num. 3:13 uses 

 .בישראל
57

 Maimonides rules like the Sages against R. Yehudah (BT Bekhorot 2b-3a). The Talmud quotes the biblical phrase 

kol bekhor, a phrase which appears at both Exod. 13:2 and Num. 3:13. Rashi understands it as a reference to Num. 

3:13 (3a, s.v.  kol bekhor; see also 2a, s.v. she-ne’emar), as does Tosafot (3a, s.v. ve-Rabbi Yehudah savar). 

However, Maimonides seems to impute the talmudic passage to Exod. 13:2.  

The Leḥem Mishnah writes, “The words of our Rabbi are imprecise [megumgam], since he did not bring the 

proof of kol bekhor.” In other words, the Leḥem Mishnah also assumes the Talmud is quoting from Num. 3:13, not 

Exod. 13:2. One final point: The present passage addresses a kosher animal; for a parallel case regarding a donkey, 

see Bikkurim 12:15. 
58

 M. Bekhorot 1:7. 
59

 Maimonides also records a commandment to remember the Exodus from Egypt in both the day and night (Keri’at 

Shema 1:3, quoted at Deut. 16:3). This question dovetails into the question of why we recite Hallel on Passover 

night, and especially why we do it without a blessing. Rabbi Soloveitchik answered that Hallel during the day (and 
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 ... and no leaven shall be eaten.” — We are prohibited to eat leaven on Passover, and God said, “no 

leaven shall be eaten.” And the verse clarifies that the punishment is karet,
60

 as it says, “whoever eats 

leavened bread... that soul shall be cut off from Israel” if it was intentional. And if it was accidental, he 

must bring a ḥattat offering (ShM, Neg. 197). 

 

FURTHER: One may not benefit in any way from leaven on Passover, “no leaven shall be eaten” (Exod. 

13:3), which means it is not permitted [to benefit in a manner that leads to] eating.
61

 And one who allows 

leaven to remain on his property on Passover, even if he does not eat it, violates two prohibitions, as it 

says, “no leaven shall be seen within your borders” (Exod. 13:7), and it is [further] stated, “leaven shall 

not be found in your houses” (Exod. 12:19). And the prohibition of ḥametz [leaven] and the prohibition of 

se’or [leavening agent] that causes leavening is equivalent. One does not receive lashes on account of 

“shall not be seen” or “shall not be found” unless he purchases leavened goods on Passover or he 

ferments it, in order that it be an action. However, if there was leaven with him from before Passover, and 

when Passover came he did not destroy it but allowed it to remain on his property—even though he has 

violated two prohibitions, he does not receive biblical lashes, since he has not committed an act. However 

he gets [rabbinic] lashes for insubordination (Ḥametz u-Matzah 1:2-3). 

 

FURTHER: One who eats leaven itself on Passover, even in the smallest amounts, [violates] a Torah 

prohibition, as it says, “no leaven shall be eaten.” Nonetheless, he does not receive karet
62

 [for intentional 

eating] or bring an offering [for unintentional eating] unless he consumes an olive’s measure. Someone 

who consumes less than an olive’s measure receives [rabbinically imposed] lashes for insubordination 

(Ḥametz u-Matzah 1:7). 

 

FURTHER: [There is a standard distinction between how the Jews in Egypt kept the first Passover (Pesaḥ 

Mitzrayim) and all subsequent observances of Passover (Pesaḥ le-Dorot)63:] On the Pesaḥ Mitzrayim, 

they were only prohibited from eating leaven for one day, as it says, “no leaven shall be eaten. Today that 

you go forth” (Exod. 13:3-4). It is like saying: no leaven shall be eating today that you are going forth.
64 

And there it says “one night,” which means
 
on that night leaven was forbidden (PhM Pesaḥim 9:5).

65
  

 

13:5. ... and you shall keep this service in this month. — [Maimonides is commenting on the Mishnah 

which states that the Passover offering must come from non-sacral animals (i.e., animals that are not 

reserved or sanctified for another purpose):] This law that the Passover offering may only come from 

non-sacral offerings we learn from the Pesaḥ Mitzrayim, which was without a doubt not [yet] sacred, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
with a foreblessing) is an independent mitzvah, while the Hallel of Seder night is part of sippur yetziat Mitzrayim, 

“relating the exodus from Egypt.” For other resolutions, see Rav Yaacov Francus, “Hallel on the Night of Pesach” 

(VBM: https://etzion.org.il/en/hallel-night-pesach#_ftnref13). 
60

 For an analysis of the meaning of this phrase, see Exod. 12:15. 
61

 “The default type of benefit is by eating” — Rabbenu Manoah. 
62

 For an analysis of the meaning of this phrase, see Exod. 12:15. 
63

 See M. Pesaḥim 9:5. 
64

 Maimonides here quotes these two verses as if it is a continuous phrase. 
65

 Based on the opinion of R. Yosi ha-Gelili (BT Pesaḥim 96b). It seems that this verse teaches the annual 

prohibition of eating leaven on Passover for seven days, and it also teaches that in the “Egyptian Passover” the 

prohibition for eating leaven was one day only. 
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since that time was not yet a time of sanctification, since there had been no commandment that preceded 

it. And that which is said, “… and you shall keep this service in this month” means that all of the services 

shall be like this. Just as the Passover offering in Egypt only came from non-sacral animals, so too the 

Passover for [future] generations can only come from non-sacred animals (PhM Menaḥot 7:6; based on 

BT Menaḥot 82a-b). 

 

13:7. Unleavened bread shall be eaten for seven days, and no leaven shall be seen with you and no 

yeast shall be seen with you in all of your borders. — See Exod. 12:19. 

 

13:8. And you shall tell your son on this day, saying: on account of this which the Lord did for me 

when I went forth from Egypt. — We are commanded to relate the Exodus from Egypt on the night of 

the fifteenth of Nisan at the beginning of the night with all the expressiveness of the language of the 

story-teller. And whoever extends the story and adds details in telling what God did for us and what the 

Egyptians did to us with oppression and violence, and how God took vengeance on them, and in thanking 

God, may He be exalted, for what He bestowed for His kindnesses—all the better!  

This is as the Sages said [in the Haggadah], “Whoever extends the discussion of the Exodus from 

Egypt is praiseworthy.” Scripture teaches this commandment, as He, may he be exalted, said, “And you 

shall tell your son on this day....” The explanation of the verse: “‘And you shall tell your son on this day’: 

Perhaps from the first day [of Nisan]. Rather we come to learn ‘on this day.’ But could ‘on this day’ not 

mean while it is still daytime? Rather we come to learn ‘on account of this.’
66

 I cannot only say it when 

matzah and bitter herbs are set before you” (Mekhilta). This means that at the beginning of the night you 

are obligated to relate [the Exodus]. 

And the language of the Mekhilta: “Since it is stated, ‘when your son will ask’ (Exod. 13:14), 

perhaps [this means] that if he asks, you will tell him, and if not, you do not tell him. Rather we come to 

learn ‘And you shall tell your son,” even if he does not ask you. [Further] I only know this applies if he 

has a child, but if he is alone, or among other adults, from where [is there an obligation to relate the 

Exodus]? We come to learn, ‘And Moses said to the people, “Remember this day that you went forth 

from Egypt”’ (Exod. 13:3). This means that God commanded us to remember the Exodus just as He said, 

‘Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it’ (Exod. 20:8).” And you already know the language of the 

Sages: Even if we were all wise, all people of understanding, knowing the entire Torah, it would still be a 

commandment for us to relate the Exodus from Egypt, and whoever tells of the Exodus from Egypt is 

considered praiseworthy (ShM, Pos. 157). 

 

FURTHER: It is a commandment to inform one’s son, even if he did not ask,
67

 as it says, “And you shall 

tell your son.” And his father should teach the son according to his [level of] intelligence.
68

 How so? If he 

is young or foolish, he should say, “My son, we were all slaves like this bondmaid or like this slave, in 

Egypt, and on this night the Holy One, blessed is He, redeemed us and brought us to freedom.” And if the 

son is older and wise, he tells him what occurred to us in Egypt and the miracles that were performed for 

us through Moses. All is according to the son’s knowledge (Ḥametz u-Matzah 7:2). 

                                                           
66

 Hebrew ba-avur zeh. For an analysis of the word zeh see at Exod. 12:2. 
67

 The phrase “even if he did not ask” is from Mekhilta de-Rashbi, based on the current verse. 
68

 Maimonides uses a similar phrase as the Mishnah, da’at ha-ben (M. Pesaḥim 10:4). However, the scriptural 

derivations are original and not present in the Mishnah; see there and PhM. Based on this phrase, the Rema rules 

that the Haggadah should be recited in a language the people understand (Oraḥ Ḥayyim 473:6). 
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Mitchell First points out that Maimonides understands ve-higgadta as le-hodi’a, “to inform.”69  

 

13:9. And it shall be a sign for you on your hand... — We are commanded to wrap hand tefillin, as He 

said, “And you shall bind them as a sign on your hand” (Deut. 6:8). And this [commandment] is repeated 

four times (Exod. 13:9, Exod. 13:16, Deut. 6:8, Deut. 11:18) (ShM, Pos. 13).  

 

... and a remembrance between your eyes so that the teaching of the Lord shall be in your mouth, 

for with a mighty hand the Lord brought you out of Egypt. — We are commanded to wrap the head 

tefillin, as He, may He be exalted, said, “they shall be as frontlets between your eyes” (Deut. 6:8). This 

commandment is repeated in the Torah four times (Exod. 13:9, Exod. 13:16, Deut. 6:8, Deut. 11:18) 

(ShM, Pos. 12). 

 

According to Rashbam, the simple meaning of “between your eyes” is that we should always be 

conscious of the Exodus from Egypt (in other words, for Rashbam, these verses do not teach the mitzvah 

of tefillin). However, Ibn Ezra suggests that this reading, which is also adopted by the Karaites, is 

metaphorical (based on the book of Proverbs, which is by definition metaphorical). Rather, Ibn Ezra 

insists, this phrase teaches the commandment of tefillin shel rosh. See also Gur Aryeh, who uses the 

phrase “you shall not make a bald spot between your eyes” (Deut. 14:1) to prove that we “must place 

them in a place of hair,” i.e., above the forehead (see on Lev. 21:5; see also Nahmanides on Exod. 

13:16). Maimonides is consistent with Ibn Ezra, Nahmanides, and Gur Aryeh that the phrase teaches 

tefillin shel rosh.  

 Hizkuni adds, “The hand tefillin refer to [that God took us out with] a mighty hand, and the head 

tefillin is a remembrance of the signs and wonders that God performed before our eyes” (v. 16). 

 

FURTHER: [Maimonides explains why he counts the two different tefillin as two separate 

commandments:] And the proof that the head tefillin and hand tefillin are two separate commandments is 

based on the end of Menaḥot (44a). And the Sages were perplexed that the suggestion that if one has only 

head tefillin or hand tefillin, he should not wear it unless he has both of them available at once. And the 

made the statement, “Should one who has not two mitzvot not have one mitzvah?”
70

 This means that if 

someone does not have the possibility of performing two mitzvot, should he not perform one? Certainly 

not! Rather, he should perform the mitzvah that is before him, and he should wrap whichever one is 

available. We see it is clear to you from this that they are called two commandments: head tefillin and 

hand tefillin. Women are exempt from these two commandments, as God, may He be exalted, said, 

regarding the reason for tefillin, “so that the teaching of the Lord shall be in your mouth,” and women are 

exempt from Torah study. And this is the explanation of the Mekhilta (ShM, Pos. 13). 

 

The Behag understood that the two tefillin comprise one commandment. However, R. Manaoh quotes 

that the Rif counted them as two separate commandments (Tefillin 4:4). Nonetheless, based on 

                                                           
69

 Roots and Rituals, pp. 23-225; see there for alternate understandings of the word ve-higgadta. 
70

 There the Talmud is referring to a case where he definitely has both the head and hand tefillin, not Maimonides’ 

case of someone who has either one or the other. 



THE BIBLICAL MAIMONIDES 

 

      © Alec Goldstein, 2019                                                                                                                    29 

Maimonides’ understanding of the Talmud (Menaḥot 36a), despite the tefillin being two 

commandments, they only require one berakhah. 

 

FURTHER: These four passages: Kaddesh li (Exod. 13:1-10), Ve-hayah ki yevi’akha (Exod. 13:11-16), 

Shema (Deut. 6:4-9), and Ve-hayah im shamo’a (Deut. 11:13-21)—should be written separately and 

covered in leather. These are called tefillin (phylacteries). They are placed on the head and tied on the 

arm... (Tefillin 1:1; based on Menaḥot 34b; see also Mekhilta de-Pisḥa 17). 

 

FURTHER: As the sacrificial service is not the primary object [of the commandments about sacrifice], 

while supplications, prayers, and similar kinds of worship are nearer to the primary object, and 

indispensable for obtaining it, a great difference was made in the Law between these two kinds of 

service… We were not commanded to sacrifice in every place, and in every time, or to build a temple in 

every place, or to permit any one who desires to become priest and to sacrifice. On the contrary, all this 

was prohibited to us… But prayer and supplication can be offered everywhere and by every person. The 

same is the case with the commandment of tzitzit (Num. 15:38), mezuzah (Deut. 6:9, 11:20), tefillin 

(Exod. 13:9, 16), and similar kinds of divine service (Guide 3:32) 

 

13:10. And you shall keep this ordinance in its season from year to year.
71

 — The time for putting on 

tefillin is in the day and not at night, as it says, “from day to day.” The “ordinance” [in this verse] is the 

commandment of tefillin. And similarly Sabbaths and festivals are not times for tefillin, as it says, “And it 

shall be a sign for you” (Exod. 13:9), but the Sabbaths and festivals are already a sign....
72

 And whoever 

puts on tefillin beginning after sunset violates a biblical prohibition, as it says, “And you shall keep this 

ordinance...”
73

 (Tefillin 4:10-11). 

 

FURTHER: These temporary commandments [regarding the Passover] were then made permanent, in order 

that we may remember what was done in those days: “And you shall keep this ordinance in its season 

from year to year” (Guide 3:46; this passage is quoted at length at Exod. 12:3). 

 

The word ḥukkah, here translated as “ordinance” refers to the rite of the Passover offering (R. Akiva, 

Rashbam); this point should be clear from context. Maimonides takes this understanding in Guide 3:46. 

However, as a legal matter, he accepts the halakhic midrash that ḥukkah here refers to the obligation of 

tefillin (R. Yosi ha-Gelili, BT Menaḥot 36b).  

 

FURTHER: It is a positive commandment from the Torah for the court to calculate and to determine if 

whether or not the moon will be seen. And they must examine the witnesses before the new moon is 

declared. And they must dispatch [emissaries] to notify the rest of the nation about which day will be new 

month, so that they will know on which day the festivals [will fall], as it says, “which you shall proclaim 

                                                           
71

 Hebrew mi-yamim yamimah, which literally means “from day to day,” but it colloquially means “from year to 

year” (Rashi, R. Saadiah). Compare: “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow / Creeps in this petty pace from day 

to day, to the last syllable of recorded time…” (Macbeth, Act 5, scene 5). 
72

 See BT Eruvin 96a, Menaḥot 36a-b. 
73

 Maimonides rules like R. Yohanan in Menaḥot 36b. 
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them as holy convocations” (Lev. 23:2); and it is stated, “And you shall keep this ordinance in its season” 

(Kiddush ha-Ḥodesh 1:7).
74

 

 

The Leḥem Mishnah writes that the court’s ability to intercalate the months is based on Exod. 12:2, not 

the present verse. However the Peirush has a different explanation: “It is written, ‘which you shall 

proclaim them [otam].’ Do not read otam but attem [you].”75
 

 

13:12. And you shall set apart to the Lord all that opens the womb… — Maimonides gives five 

definitions of avar, literally, “to pass, to pass over” (Guide 1:21, quoted at Exod. 12:12), but does not 

quote the present verse. Rashi, Saadiah, and Nahmanides all give a meaning of ve-ha’avarta as 

hafrashah, “separation,” but Maimonides does not supply that meaning. It is not immediately clear what 

meaning of avar Maimonides would provide in this context. 

 

Further: [Maimonides is commenting on the Mishnah which states that there is a firstborn for the sake 

of inheritance and firstborn for the sake of priesthood (M. Bekhorot 8:1):] The firstborn for inheritance is 

the first issue that is born to a man from a Jewish woman, and it does not matter if she had already given 

birth [from another man] or not, as God said, “first of his strength” (Deut. 21:17). The firstborn for the 

priesthood is the first issue of a woman, and there is no difference if the father already had issue before 

him or not, as it says “that opens the womb” (Exod. 13:12, 13:15, 34:19, Num. 3:12, 18:15) (PhM 

Bekhorot 8:1). 

 

The “firstborn for the priesthood” means that the firstborn male issue requires pidyon ha-ben, since 

those males were originally destined to be the priests. 

 

13:13. And the firstborn of every donkey you shall redeem with a sheep, and if you do not redeem it 

you shall break its neck... — We are commanded to redeem a firstborn donkey only with a sheep and 

not redeem it with anything else. And this sheep must be given to the priest. And this is what God, may 

He be exalted, said, “And the firstborn of every donkey you shall redeem with a sheep.” ... And the 

Levites are also exempt from this commandment (ShM, Pos. 81). 

 

FURTHER: We are commanded to break the neck of the donkey if we do not want to redeem it, as He, may 

He be exalted, said, “and if you do not redeem it you shall break its neck.” ... And you could ask me and 

say, “Why did you count ‘redeeming’ and ‘breaking the neck’ as two separate commandments? Why not 

count it as one commandment, with ‘breaking the neck’ as part of this commandment, as explained in the 

seventh principle?” Surely this would be true, had the Sages not made a statement that teaches they are 

two commandments. And here is what they said: “the commandment of redemption takes precedence 

over the commandment of breaking its neck, and the commandment of yibbum takes precedence over the 

commandment of ḥalitzah.”
76

 Just as a yevamah may receive either yibbum or ḥalitzah, and yibbum it a 

mitzvah and ḥalitzah is a commandment, each in its own right, similarly, as has been stated, a donkey 

                                                           
74

 See BT Rosh Hashanah 21b. See also ShM, Pos. 153 (quoted at Exod. 12:2). 
75

 The words otam and attem have the same consonantal structure. 
76

 M. Bekhorot 1:7 (BT Bekhorot 13a). Yibbum and ḥalitzah refer, respectively, to levirate marriage or the rejection 

thereof mentioned in Deut. 25:5-6. 
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may either be redeemed or have its neck broken, and each is an independent commandment ... (ShM, Pos. 

82; see also Bikkurim 12:1 and PhM Ḥallah 4:9). 

 

The Ra’avad (Bikkurim 12:1) takes objection to counting these as two separate commandments, writing, 

“even though the Sages wrote ‘the commandment of redeeming precedes the commandment of 

breaking its neck,’ you should not think that this is a commandment. Rather it is a transgression and it is 

called an act of destruction and it destroys the property of the priest.”  

 

FURTHER: One who does not wish to redeem it should break its neck with a hatchet from behind, as it 

says, “and if you do not redeem it you shall break its neck.” And we do not kill it with a staff, a reed, an 

axe, or a saw—only with a hatchet. And we may not place it in a room and lock the door behind it until it 

dies, as it says, “and you shall break its neck” (Bikkurim 12:7). 

 

FURTHER: After its neck has been broken it is forbidden to derive benefit from it, according to all 

opinions. And this verb [ve-arafto] comes from the word oref [neck, back of the neck], because we are 

not permitted to ritually slaughter it [i.e., from the front of the neck] or to strangle it. Rather we must 

strike its neck from behind (PhM Bekhorot 1:7). 

 

... and every firstborn human of your sons you shall redeem. — God said, “and the firstborn donkey... 

and every firstborn human of your sons you shall redeem.”
77

 R. Eliezer says there is a thematic 

connection between a firstborn donkey and firstborn human.
78

 And the Sages learn from what it says, 

“you shall surely redeem every firstborn human and every impure animal you shall redeem” (Num. 

18:15). The meaning is the firstborn donkey, as has been explained in the Sifrei. And they say, “I have 

connected it [the firstborn donkey] to redemption, but no other animal” (PhM Eduyot 7:1). 

 

FURTHER: It is stated in the Torah, “And the firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a sheep” (Exod. 

34:20), and it is stated, “whatever opens the womb of the children of Israel, of man and of beast,” and it is 

said to Aaron, “and every firstborn of an impure animal you shall redeem” (Num. 18:15), which is a 

reference to the donkey, since the only non-kosher animal that needs to be redeemed is the donkey (PhM 

Bekhorot 1:1; see also 1:6). 

 

FURTHER: The law that the firstborn of a donkey was to have its neck broken [in case it is not redeemed] 

(Exod. 13:13), will only ensure the redemption of the donkey (Guide 3:39; see extended passage quoted at 

Exod. 13:3). 

 

13:14. And it shall be that when you son asks you tomorrow, saying, “What is this?” that you shall 

say to him, “With a mighty hand the Lord brought us out from Egypt from the house of bondage.” 

— See Exod. 13:8, where Maimonides understands this is the simple son of the Haggadah.  
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 Kappach notes that this is a splice of Exod. 13:13 and 34:20. See there. 
78

 Rashi quotes two reasons for this. First, the firstborn of Egypt are compared to donkeys (see Exod. 23:19-20; the 

commentaries there understand the verse differently). Second, the when the Jews left Egypt, each left with many 

donkeys laden with gold and silver (BT Bekhorot 5b); see Guidei3:39 
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13:15. And it shall be that when Pharaoh’s heart was hardened and would not let us go, that the 

Lord killed all of the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of man to the firstborn of 

beast; therefore I sacrifice to the Lord everything that opens the womb of the males, and all of my 

firstborn sons I shall redeem. — See at Exod. 13:1-2. 

 

13:16. And it shall be a sign on your hand and a frontlet between your eyes, for with a mighty hand 

the Lord brought us out of Egypt. — See at Exod. 13:9. 

 


