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Exodus 25 

 

25:1-2. And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the children of Israel that they take for Me 

an offering [terumah], from every man whose heart gives voluntarily shall you take my offering. — 

Anything that is collected from Israel for the tabernacle is called terumah, as it says, “that they take for 

Me an offering [terumah].” And just as none of these five [i.e., a deaf-mute, imbecile, minor, one who 

donates something that does not belong to him, and a gentile] cannot bring it [for the tabernacle], so too 

their terumah from the threshing-floor is not valid. And they were prohibited from donating terumah for 

the tabernacle, as it says, “Speak to the children of Israel” — which excludes a gentile; “from every man” 

— which excludes a minor; “whose heart gives voluntarily” — which excludes a deaf-mute and imbecile, 

since they do not have the capacity to volunteer anything; “which you shall take from them” (v. 3) — 

which excludes someone who donates something that does not belong to him (PhM Terumot 1:1). 

 

.. for Me… — [See at Exod. 28:41:] The Sages said: Wherever it says “to Me,” it means lasting [kayyam], 

such as “to minister to Me,” which means enduring, and it is not a temporary commandment; rather it is a 

commandment for all generations (ShM, Pos. 176). 

 

25:4. And tekhelet… — The tekhelet mentioned anywhere in the Torah is wool dyed light blue, which is 

the appearance of the firmament that is visible to the eye in the clearness of the firmament (Tzitzit 2:1).
1
 

 

… and argaman… — argaman is wool dyed red (Klei ha-Mikdash 8:13).
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… and tola’at shani… — … tola’at shani is wool dyed with a gnat (Klei ha-Mikdash 8:13).
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… and shesh… — Whenever the Torah says shesh or bad, this is flax, meaning linen (Klei ha-Mikdash 

8:13). 

 

FURTHER: Whenever the Torah says shesh or shesh mashzar, the string must be sixfold (Klei ha-Mikdash 

8:14).
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1
 Elsewhere, Maimonides writes, “Whenever tekhelet is mentioned anywhere, it means wool died blue like the 

clearness of the heavens, which is lighter than [regular] blue (Klei ha-Mikdash 8:13), a point he also repeats at PhM 

Kela’im 9:1. 
2
 Elsewehere, Maimonides says argaman refers to something that is blood red (see PhM Kela’im 9:1, and Kappach’s 

comment there). Raavad (on Klei ha-Mikdash 8:13) writes, “It seems to me that argaman is something weaved from 

two or three colors, therefore it is called argaman.” Regarding the Raavad’s comment, the Kesef Mishnah writes, 

“and his meaning is that argaman is a compound word arug min [‘a type of weave’].” R. Saadiah and Ibn Ezra also 

understand argaman as “red.” All English translates I have consulted render argaman as “purple.” See also Jacob 

Milgrom, Numbers, p. 27. 
3
 Maimonides explains tola’at as follows: “Tola’at refers to red berries that are like carob seeds. They are like 

sumac berries. Each berry has an insect that resembles a mosquito [or ‘gnat’]” (Parah Adumah 3:2). Maimonides 

makes the other following comments about tola’at shani: 

 

 It is a dull red (PhM Kela’im 9:1, and Kappach there). 

 The Targum of tola’at shani is tzeva zehori (PhM Yoma 4:2). Jastrow defines zehori as either “safran” or 

“crimson.” 

 

In other words, Maimonides understands argaman and tola’at shani as two different shades of red. 
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25:8. And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them. — … we are commanded to 

build a house of service in which we make offerings, bring the eternal flame, and ascend for the festival 

and gather every year, as will be explained. And this is what God, may He be exalted, said, “And let them 

make Me a sanctuary.” And the language of the Sifrei is, “Israel was given three commandments when 

they entered the land: (1) to appoint a king, (2) to build a Temple, and (3) to destroy the seed of Amalek.” 

Therefore it is clear that building a Temple is a separate commandment. And it has already been 

explained that this is a general principle which includes separate components, and that the candelabrum, 

the table, and the altar are all components of the Temple, and together they are called “Temple” even 

though this commandment includes separate parts (ShM, Pos. 20).
5
 

 

FURTHER: It is a positive commandment to make a house for the Lord prepared to bring sacrifices and 

observe festivals three times a year, as it says, “and let them make Me a sanctuary.” And the tabernacle 

that Moses made is explained in the Torah. And it was temporary, as it says, “For you have not yet come 

[to the resting place and inheritance]” (Deut. 12:9). When the Jews entered the land, they established the 

tabernacle in Gilgal for the fourteen years that they were conquering and dividing the land. And from 

there they came to Shilo, and they built a house of stones and spread the tabernacle curtains over it, but it 

did not have a roof. The tabernacle in Shilo stood for 369 years, and it was destroyed when Eli died. Then 

they came to Nob and built a temple there, and when Samuel died it was destroyed. And they came to 

Gibeon and built a temple there, and from Gibeon they came to the eternal House, and they were in Nob 

and Gibeon for 57 years. 

 Once the Temple in Jerusalem was built, it was forbidden to build a house of God in any other 

place and to bring sacrifices there. And there is no other house for any future generations except in 

Jerusalem alone, and on Mount Moriah on which it rests, as it says, “And David said, this is the house of 

the Lord God, and this is the altar of burnt offerings for Israel” (1 Chron. 22:1), and says, “This is My 

resting place forever and ever” (Ps. 132:14) (Bet ha-Beḥirah 1:1-3).
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FURTHER: It says, “And let them make Me a sanctuary,” and according to tradition, this means “Let them 

make from what belongs to Me” (Temurah 31a), and that is the sacred maintenance offerings (PhM 

Temurah 7:1). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
4
 Regarding the term bad, there he writes, “it is valid even if only one string is used, but it is preferable to be 

sixfold.” 
5
 Elsewhere Maimonides writes, “It is not proper to count individually the separate parts that are required to perform 

a mitzvah…. It says, ‘And let them make Me a sanctuary,’ and this is one positive commandment among the other 

commandments, and that is that we build a house that is prepared so they come to it and observe the festivals there, 

and make offerings there, and gather there for holidays. And then it comes to explain the components of how they 

shall be made. And it is not proper to count each time it says ‘and you shall make’ as a separate commandment” 

(ShM, Principle 12).  

Nahmanides says that the ark is a separate commandment, but the other vessels are included in the 

commandment of building the Temple (Hassagot on Pos. 33). 
6
 Curiously, elsewhere, Maimonides says the commandment to build the Temple is based on “you shall seek His 

Presence and go there” (Deut. 12:5) (see Melakhim 1:1). The Kesef Mishnah explains the contradiction as follows: 

“It appears that he did not want to say that this commandment is because of ‘And let them make Me a sanctuary’ as 

our Rabbi wrote, because this verse seems to apply to the tabernacle in the wilderness” (on Bet ha-Beḥirah 1:1).  
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FURTHER: But the custom which was in those days general among all men, and the general mode of 

worship in which the Israelites were brought up, consisted in sacrificing animals in those temples which 

contained certain images, to bow down to those images, and to bum incense before them; religious and 

ascetic persons were in those days the persons that were devoted to the service in the temples erected to 

the stars, as has been explained by us. It was in accordance with the wisdom and plan of God, as 

displayed in the whole Creation, that He did not command us to give up and to discontinue all these 

manners of service; for to obey such a commandment it would have been contrary to the nature of man, 

who generally cleaves to that to which he is used; it would in those days have made the same impression 

as a prophet would make at present if he called us to the service of God and told us in His name, that we 

should not pray to Him, not fast, not seek His help in time of trouble; that we should serve Him in 

thought, and not by any action. For this reason God allowed these kinds of service to continue; He 

transferred to His service that which had formerly served as a worship of created beings, and of things 

imaginary and unreal, and commanded us to serve Him in the same manner; namely, to build unto Him a 

temple; e.g., “And they shall make Me a sanctuary” (Exod. 25:8); to have the altar erected to His name, 

e.g., “An altar of earth shall you make for Me” (Exod. 20:21); to offer the sacrifices to Him, e.g., “If any 

man of you bring an offering unto the Lord” (Lev. 1:2), to bow down to Him, and to burn incense before 

Him. He has forbidden to do any of these things to any other being, e.g., “One who sacrifices to gods, 

except the Lord alone, shall be destroyed” (Exod. 22:19); “For you shall bow down to no other God” 

(Exod. 34:14). He selected priests for the service in the Temple, e.g., “And they shall minister unto Me in 

the priest’s office” (Exod. 28:41). He made it obligatory that certain gifts, called the gifts of the Levites 

and the priests, should be assigned to them for their maintenance while they are engaged in the service of 

the temple and its sacrifices. By this Divine plan it was effected that the traces of idolatry were blotted 

out, and the truly great principle of our faith, the Existence and Unity of God, was firmly established; this 

result was thus obtained without deterring or confusing the minds of the people by the abolition of the 

service to which they were accustomed and which alone was familiar to them (Guide 3:32). 

 

Nahmanides does not believe the tabernacle was remedial, but rather optimal: “They 

are now holy, in that they are worthy that there be amongst them a Sanctuary through 

which He makes His Divine Glory dwell among them. Therefore He first commanded 

concerning the Tabernacle, so that He have amongst them a house dedicated to His 

name, from where He would speak with Moses and command the children of Israel. 

Thus the main purpose of the Tabernacle was to contain a place in which the Divine 

Glory rests, this being the ark…” (on Exod. 25:1). 

 

25:9. In accordance with all that I show you concerning the pattern [tavnit] of the tabernacle and 

the pattern [tavnit] of all its instrument… — Tavnit, derived from the verb banah [“he built”], signifies 

the build and construction of a thing—that is to say, its figure, whether square, round, triangular, or of any 

other shape, e.g., “the pattern [tavnit] of the Tabernacle and the pattern [tavnit] of all its vessels” (Exod. 

25:9); “according to the pattern [tavnit] which you were shown upon the mount” (Exod. 25:40); “the form 

[tavnit] of any bird” (Deut. 4:17);  “the form [tavnit] of a hand” (Ezek. 8:3); “the pattern [tavnit] of the 

porch” (1 Chron. 28:11). In all these quotations it is the shape which is referred to. Therefore the Hebrew 

language never employs the word tavnit in speaking of the qualities of God Almighty (Guide 1:3).  
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… so shall you make it. — God said to Moses, “In accordance with all that I show you… so shall you 

make it,” meaning by this that every sanctuary that will be made in the future shall be made like this. And 

it is known that Moses was a king and counted among the kings in addition to having prophecy, as it says, 

“And he was a king in Jeshurun” (Deut. 33:5) (PhM Shevuot 2:2).
7
 

 

25:14-15. And you shall put poles in the the rings of the side of the ark, by which to carry the ark.  

And the poles shall be in the rings of the ark; they shall not be removed from it. — … we are 

prohibited from removing the poles of the ark from the rings, as God, may He be exalted, said, “And the 

poles shall be in the rings of the ark; they shall not be removed from it.” And whoever violates this 

prohibition is liable to receive lashes. And a the end of Makkot (22a), the Sages said, “When they 

mentioned those who are liable for lashes, there is one opinion that omitted someone who removes the 

poles [from the list], which means that [everyone else agrees] that he is liable to receive lashes.” 

Therefore it is explained to you that it is a negative commandment and someone who violates it is liable 

to receive lashes (ShM, Neg. 86). 

 

FURTHER: When [the Levites] carry [the ark] on their shoulders, they should carry it face to face, and their 

backs facing outward, and their faces inward. And they are prohibited from removing the poles from the 

rings. And if someone removes one of the poles from the rings is liable to receive lashes, as it says, “And 

the poles shall be in the rings of the ark; they shall not be removed from it” (Klei ha-Mikdash 2:13). 

 

Rabbi Hayyim Angel writes that according to Maimonides, “the people who carried the 

Ark had to face one another. Their formation parallels the Cherubim, which also faced 

one another. The Ark represents the mutual covenant between God and Israel. The 

human side is to bear the burden of the Torah. The poles must be kept attached to the 

Ark since we must always bear the covenant. The divine side is that God communicates 

to Israel from between the Cherubim.”8 

 

25:18. And you shall make two cherubim of gold—you shall make them of hammered gold and the 

two ends of the ark cover. —  … it is clear that the belief in the existence of angels is connected with the 

belief in the Existence of God; and the belief in God and angels leads to the belief in Prophecy and in the 

truth of the Law. In order to firmly establish this creed, God commanded [the Israelites] to make over the 

ark the form of two angels. The belief in the existence of angels is thus inculcated into the minds of the 

people, and this belief is in importance next to the belief in God’s existence; it leads us to believe in 

                                                           
7
 Maimonides seems to agree with Rashi, who says that ve-khen ta’asu, “and so shall you make it,” refers to “future 

generations.” Maimonides, like Rashi, also quotes the teaching that this verse applies le-dorot (see Bet ha-Beḥirah 

6:11; PhM Sanhedrin 1:5). 

Nahmanides’ critique of Rashi gain also be levelled against Maimonides: “But I do not know if this is true, 

that Solomon was bound to make the vessels of the Sanctuary of Jerusalem after the pattern of these vessels.  In line 

with the plain meaning of Scripture there is no need for all this. Rather, the duplication [“and so shall you make it”] 

has the purpose of expressing emphasis and eagerness.”  

In response the supercommentaries on Rashi say that the “future generations” will make the sanctuary in 

the same proportion, even though the dimensions are not the same. Perhaps this is what Maimonides say when he 

wrote she-kol mikdash she-yeyaseh kemo zeh tihyeh asi’ato, “every sanctuary that will be made in the future shall be 

made like this.” 
8
 Rabbi Hayyim Angel, A Synagogue Companion, 99. This hermeneutic might be supported by the fact that the two 

topics (carrying the Ark and making the cherubim) are juxtaposed in the verses themselves. 
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Prophecy and in the Law, and opposes idolatry. If there had only been one figure of a cherub, the people 

would have been misled and would have mistaken it for God’s image which was to be worshipped, in the 

fashion of the heathen; or they might have assumed that the angel [represented by the figure] was also a 

deity, and would thus have adopted a Dualism. By making two cherubim and distinctly declaring “the 

Lord is our God, the Lord is One,” Moses dearly proclaimed the theory of the existence of a number of 

angels; he left no room for the error of considering those figures as deities, since [he declared that] God is 

one, and that He is the Creator of the angels, who are more than one (Guide 3:45).
9
  

 

25:22. And there I will meet with you, and I shall speak with you from above the mercy seat, from 

between the two cherubim that are upon the ark of testimony, of everything that I command you to 

the children of Israel. — Prophecy came to Moses during the day and he was standing, as God entrusted 

him, “And there I will meet with you, and I will speak with you…” (PhM Sanhedrin 10:1).  

 

FURTHER: Moses heard the voice addressing him “from above the mercy seat, from between the two 

cherubim” without the medium of the imaginative faculty [that was necessary for other prophets] (Guide 

2:45; see also on Exod. 33:11).  

 

25:23. And you shall make the table of acacia wood, two cubits in length and one cubit in width, 

and half a cubit in height. — It is explicit in the Torah that the table is two cubits in length and one cubit 

in width (Exod. 25:23, 37:10). Rabbi Judah says a “cubit” is five handbreadths. Rabbi Meir says every 

“cubit” mentioned in the Torah or by the Sages is six handbreadths, except for the golden altar and the 

horn of the outer altar, and the base [sovev] and the pillar [yesod], which are five handbreadths, as we will 

explain in the third chapter of Middot. And the law follows Rabbi Meir (PhM Menaḥot 11:5). 

 

25:29. And you shall make its ke’arot [plates]… — The molds [defusin] use to make the showbread are 

called its ke’arot (Bet ha-Beḥirah 3:14). 

 

… and its kappotav [cups]… — There were two incense bowls [bazikkin] in which the frankincense was 

placed, and that was placed on the table beside the arrangement [of showbread]. And this is called its 

kappot (Bet ha-Beḥirah 3:14; see also PhM Menaḥot 1:6). 

 

… and its kesot [props]… — The table had four sides of gold that were y-shaped at the end that were 

next to the two arrangements of showbread; two next to each arrangement, and the Torah called its kesot 

(Bet ha-Beḥirah 3:13). 

 

… and its menakiyyot [rods]… — There were 28 rods of gold; each one was like half reed. Fourteen 

were used for each arrangement.  And these are called its menakiyyot…. Regarding these fourteen rods, 

one puts the first loaves on the table itself. Three rods were set between the first and second loaves. And 

similarly, there were three rods between each loaf. And between the sixth and fifth, there were only two 

rods, since there is not one above the sixth.  Thus there are fourteen rods in each arrangement (Beit ha-

Beḥirah 3:14-15). 

 

                                                           
9
 R. Abraham the son of Maimonides quotes that from its head to its shoulders the cherubim had the form of a 

man, and from the shoulders to the bottom of its body had the form of a bird.  
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FURTHER: There were three molds [defusin] of gold for them [the showbread]. In the first, the bread was 

placed while it was still dough. In the second, it was kneaded. And in the third, it was placed after being 

removed from the oven so that it would not be damaged (Temidin u-Musafin 5:8).  

 

25:30. And you shall set the showbread on the table before Me always. — We are obligated to place 

the showbread before God always, as He said, “And you shall set the showbread on the table before Me 

always.” And you already know that the Torah means to place hot bread every Sabbath, along with 

frankincense, and the priests shall eat the bread that was made on the previous Sabbath (ShM, Pos. 27; see 

also Shoresh 10).
 10

 

 

FURTHER: How does one arrange the bread? Four priests enter [the Sanctuary]. Two are holding two 

arrangements [of bread; i.e., each priest holds one loaf], and two are holding two [arrangements of] 

frankincense. And four enter preceding them, two to take away the two arrangements [of bread] and two 

to take away the frankincense that were on the table.  The priests entering stand on the north side with 

their faces to the south, and those departing stand on the south with the faces to the north. These remove 

[the previous week’s showbread], and these set down [the fresh bread], and they should be within a 

handbreadth of each other, as it says, before Me always” (Temidin u-Musafin 5:4). 

 

Since the Torah says tamid, “always,” even when the showbreads are exchanged there should be no 

interruption. 

 

… showbread… — All of the loaves are rectangular, as it says, leḥem panim, which means it should 

have many sides.
11

 The loaves were ten handbreadths in length, five handbreadths in width, and seven 

fingerbreadths in height (Temidin u-Musafin 5:9; also PhM Menaḥot 11:4).  

 

… before Me always. — After the festival, on the day after the holiday, they would immerse all of the 

vessels that were in the Temple, since the commoners had touched them during the festival during the 

celebration. Therefore they would say, “Take care not to touch the table” when they would show it to the 

celebrants, so that it would not become impure after the festival by their touching, and would require 

immersion and waiting until nightfall [to become ritually pure again], and it says, “before Me always” 

(Metammei Mishkav u-Moshav 11:11).  

 

                                                           
10

 Rashi explains tamid on this verse to mean “from Sabbath to Sabbath” (on Exod. 27:20). 
11

 Hebrew leḥem panim, literally, “bread of faces,” or sides. Rashi also adopts this interpretation. 
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25:31. And you shall make the 

candelabrum of pure gold, the 

candelabrum shall be of beaten work, 

its base and its shaft… — The design 

of the candelabrum is explicit in the 

Torah. There were four goblets, two 

bulbs, and two flowers, on the trunk of 

the candelabrum, as it says, “and on the 

candelabrum there shall be four goblets 

like almond blossoms [gevi’im 

meshukkadim], its bulbs [kaftoreha], and 

its flowers [u-feraḥeha]” (Exod. 25:34). 

And there was a third flower was at the 

base of the candelabrum, as it says, 

“from its base to its flower” (Num. 8:4). 

And it had three legs. And there were 

three additional bulbs on the shaft of the 

candelabrum, from which six arms 

extended, three on each side. And each 

of these arms had had three goblets, one 

bulb, and one flower. And all [of the 

ornaments] were decorated as if with 

almonds.
12

 Thus there were twenty-two 

goblets, nine flowers, and eleven bulbs. 

The absence of one of these invalidates 

everything else. Even if one of these 42 

ornaments was missing, that invalidated 

everything (Bet ha-Beḥirah 3:1-3).
13

 

 

FURTHER: The goblets [gevi’im] are like Alexandrian cups with wide mouths and narrow bases. The bulbs 

[kaftorim] are like the apples of Beros which are slightly elongated, like eggs at both ends. The flowers 

[peraḥim] are like the flowers of a column which are like a bowl and whose edges are bent outward. 

The candelabrum was eighteen handbreadths high:  

 Its feet, [base,] and [lowest] flower were three 

handbreadths high,  

                                                           
12

 The Talmud notes that this verse is ambiguous, since the word meshukkadim can modify either gevi’im (which 

precedes it), or kaftoreha u-feraḥeha (which follows it). The Kesef Mishnah quotes from Rabbi Joseph Korkus that 

due to this ambiguity, Maimonides said that both the goblets, as well as the be bulbs and flowers, should all be made 

like almonds. Adding this decoration unnecessarily would not be problematic, while omitting it where necessary 

would be a problem. 
13

 In the halakhot that follow, Maimonides notes that this only applies if the candelabrum was made from gold, as 

the verse specifies. However, the candelabrum could also be made of other materials, and in those cases, it did not 

require this ornamentation. The Chabad website points out that in the times of the Maccabees, the candelabrum was 

made of iron and coated in tin. 

Figure 1: Maimonides' sketch of the candelabrum from his Mishneh Torah 
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 Then two empty handbreadths,  

 The next handbreadth had a goblet, a bulb, and a flower,  

 Then two empty handbreadths,  

 Then a handbreadth with a bulb and two branches stretching outward from it, one to each side, 

stretching outward and ascending until reaching the full height of the candelabrum,  

 An empty handbreadth, 

 Then a handbreadth with a bulb and two branches stretching outward from it, one to each side, 

stretching outward and ascending until reaching the full height of the candelabrum,  

 Then as empty handbreadth,  

 Then a handbreadth with a bulb and two 

branches stretching outward from it, one to each side, stretching outward and ascending until 

reaching the full height of the candelabrum, 

 [Thus,] three handbreadths remained, with three goblets, a bulb, and a flower (Bet ha-Beḥirah 

3:9-10; repeated almost verbatim at PhM Menaḥot 3:7).  

25:33-34. … meshukkadim… — And the explanation of the word in the Torah meshukkadim is “made of 

shekeidim [almonds],” which is a craft known to coppersmiths, who beat metal with a mallet until it is 

made to look like almonds, and this is a well-known craft and does not require explanation (PhM 

Menaḥot 3:7).
14

 

 

25:37. And you shall make its seven lamps, 

and raise its lamps, and mount the lamps, 

to illuminate the space in front of it. — The 

[absence of one of the] seven branches of the 

candelabrum invalidate the others, and the 

[absence of one of the] seven lamps invalidate 

the others, whether it is made from gold or 

other metals. And all the lamps were affixed 

to the branches. The six lamps were affixed to 

the six branches that extended from the 

candelabrum, all facing the center lamp that is on the [central] branch of the candelabrum. And the central 

one faced the holy of holies, and this is called the western lamp (Bet ha-Beḥirah 3:7-8; see also PhM 

Tamid 3:1).  

 

25:38-39. And its tongs and its scoops are to be of pure gold. And he shall make it of one talent of 

pure gold, all of these utensils. — [Maimonides is here addressing a technical point; the Torah states the 

candelabrum shall be of a ‘talent’ [kikkar] of pure gold. Some of the utensils are all of pure gold. Here, 

Maimonides is recounting what is counted as being part of the talent of gold, and what is made from a 

separate supply of gold:] The tongs, scoops, and containers of oil are not included in the talent [of gold]. 

This is because regarding the candelabrum it says, “pure gold” (Exod. 25:31) and then goes back and says 

“its tongs and scoops of pure gold” (v. 38) [suggesting the gold for tongs and scoops comes from a 

                                                           
14

 Onkelos translates meshukkadim as metzayyerin, “decorated” (vv. 33-34) and Rashi follows this translation (v. 

33). However Maimonides appears to understand it literally: meshukkadim comes from shakeid, “almond.” Most 

English translations also follow this line of interpretation. 

Figure 2: The candelabrum from his Mishnah comm.  

Figure 3: Maimonides sketch of the candelabrum in PhM Tamid 3:1 
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different measure of gold]. And the Torah does not say, *“its lamps shall be of pure gold,” because the 

lamps were affixed to the candelabrum and are included in the talent (Bet ha-Beḥirah 3:6). 

 

25:40. And see and make in accordance with this pattern [tavnitam] which was showed to you on 

the mountain. — On the meaning of tavnit, see Guide 1:3, quoted at Exod. 25:9. 
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Exodus 26 

 

26:1. … ma’aseh ḥoshev… — Ma’aseh ḥoshev (Exod. 26:1, 26:31, 28:6, 28:15, 36:8, 36:35, 39:8) means 

that it should be visible from two sides, front and back (Klei ha-Mikdash 8:15; see also v. 36). 

 

26:3. The five curtains shall be coupled together, one to another [ishah el aḥotah], and the other five 

curtains shall be coupled one to another. — The two Hebrew nouns ish and ishah [“man” and 

“woman”] were originally employed to designate the “male and female” of human beings, but were 

afterwards applied to the “male and female” of other species of the animal creation. For instance, we read, 

“Of every clean beast you shall take to you by sevens, male and female [ish ve-ishto]” (Gen. 7:2), in the 

same sense as ish ve-ishah [male and female]. The term zakhar and nekeivah was afterwards applied to 

anything designed and prepared for union with another object. Thus we read, “The five curtains shall be 

coupled together, one to the other [ishah el aḥotah].” It will easily be seen that the Hebrew equivalents for 

“brother and sister” are likewise treated as homonyms, and use, in a figurative sense, like ish and ishah 

(Guide 1:6). 

 

26:33. And you shall hang the curtain under the clasps, and you shall bring the ark of testimony 

within the curtain; and the curtain shall separate for you the holy place and the holy of holies. — In 

the first Temple, there was a wall one cubit thick that separated between the holy place and the holy of 

holies. When they built the second Temple, they were uncertain if the thickness of the wall should be 

included in the measurement of the holy place or the holy of holies. Therefore they made the holy of 

holies twenty a full cubits, and they made the holy place forty full cubits, and they left an additional cubit 

between the holy place and the holy of holies, and they did not build a wall in the second Temple. Rather 

they made two curtains, one on the side of the holy of holies, and one the side of the holy place, and there 

was a cubit of empty space corresponding to the wall in the first [Temple]. However in the first Temple, 

there was only a curtain, as it says, “and the curtain shall separate” (Bet ha-Beḥirah 4:2). 

 

26:36. … ma’aseh rokem [a work of embroidery] … — Wherever it says in the Torah ma’aseh rokem 

(Exod. 26:36, 27:16, 28:39, 36:37, 38:18, 39:29), it means that the images made on the cloth shall be seen 

on [only] one side of the fabric (Klei ha-Mikdash 8:15). 
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Exodus 27 

 

27:1. And you shall make an altar of acacia wood, five cubits long and five cubits wide, the altar 

shall be square, and its height shall be three cubits. — The general dimensions of the altar were not 

mentioned because the matter was well-known, since it did not change by either adding or diminishing 

from it. The Sages said that the altar that Moses made was ten cubits, and that which Solomon made was 

ten cubits, and that which the emigrants [in the Second Temple] made was ten cubits. And when it is 

written, “its height shall be three cubits,” that is from the edge of the ma’arakhah [where sacrifices were 

brought; see Bet ha-Beḥirah 2:5] and upward. This clarifies that the altar was ten cubits high: one cubit 

for the base [yesod], five for the middle section [sovev], three for the place of arrangement [ma’arakhah], 

and one for the protruding corners [keranot],
15

 since every corner was one cubit in length, height, and 

width. 

 And I will draw it [the altar] and I will 

write the dimensions in terms of “cubits,” as it 

is described in this Mishnah (Middot 3:1), and 

then I will go back and explain its dimensions 

and mention how it is explained in the Talmud 

tractate Menaḥot, for the understanding of the 

measurements in the Torah is very difficult, in 

the place where it says where they specified 

the place for the altar, “And David said: This is 

the house of the Lord [our] God, and here is 

the altar of the burnt-offering for Israel” (1 

Chron. 22:1). And this is what the Sages said: 

“Rabbi Eliezer said: See the altar is built and 

Michael the great minister stands and offers 

upon it” (Zevaḥim 62a). And the Sages said 

that three prophets ascended with them from 

exile: one testified concerning the altar, one testified concerning the place of the altar, and one testified 

about bringing sacrifices even though there was no Temple. And about what they said ‘concerning the 

altar’ [al ha-mizbe’aḥ] is that he testified specifically concerning the dimensions, and I will explain. And 

it is imperative to know that the constructed altar was not hollow like the one that our teacher Moses, 

peace be upon him, made; rather it was entirely solid as the Sages stated concerning its construction 

(Zevaḥim 54a): How do they build the altar? They bring 32-by-32 bricks for the height of a cubit and 

bring different sized—large and small—smooth stones and they bring plaster, pitch, and [other types of 

adhesive], and this is the base [yesod]. And they bring 30-by-30 bricks that is five cubits high and bring 

smooth stones, etc., and this is the middle section [sovev]. And they bring 28-by-28 bricks that are three 

cubits tall, etc., and this is the place of arrangement [ma’arakhah]. And they bring one cubit by one cubit 

and the height of one cubit, and this is the place of the corners, and do this for each corner. And even 

though these matters are known to everyone and it is not necessary to draw them explicitly, nonetheless I 

will draw it, as I have set out to do. And here is the drawing of the altar.  

                                                           
15

 Sometimes translated “horns,” according to Maimonides they were merely right-angled corners that protruded 

upward one cubit above from the top. 

Figure 4: Maimonides' sketch of the altar from PhM Middot 3:1 
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 And now I will return to explaining its dimensions. The Sages already have stated that the amah 

[“cubit”] mentioned in the Mishnah is a generic cubit [amah benonit], which is six handbreadths. And we 

have already mentioned in Menaḥot, chapter 11, that the cubits of the golden altar and the corner of the 

altar and the middle section and the base are with cubits of five handbreadths, and the other cubits of the 

altar are of six handbreadths; this all comes from the received tradition.  

And an allusion of this is from Ezekiel when he said, “These are the dimensions of the altar by 

cubits, the cubit being one cubit and a handbreadth” (Ezek. 43:13), which means there are two different 

measurements of the cubit. Perhaps they should all be cubits of five handbreadths? Rather you learn that 

there is a cubit that is a cubit, and a cubit that is handbreadth longer than the other cubit. It is like saying 

that there is a “large cubit” and a “small cubit.” What emerges from the Talmud after lengthy analysis is 

that the height of the base is five cubits, as is its entrance, and the height of the sovev is thirty 

handbreadths and its entrance is five, and concerning the entrance of the sovev alone do we say that the 

cubit of the sovev is five handbreadths. And the height of the place of arrangement is eighteen 

handbreadths, and the height of each corner-piece is five handbreadths. However the square of the corner 

is six by six handbreadths. Therefore the entire height [of the altar] is 58 handbreadths. In the middle, at 

29 handbreadths, there is a red stripe six handbreadths from the top of the sovev… (PhM Middot 3:1; see 

also Bet ha-Beḥirah 2:5). 

 

27:3. And you shall make its pots [sirot]… — The Targum of sirotav [its pots] is pesakhteravateih, and 

the singular is pesakhter [large pot] (PhM Eruvin 10:15).
16

 

 

… to receive its ashes [le-dasheno] … — This is removing the ashes from the altar, and it is called 

dishun ha-mizbe’aḥ, as in le-dasheno (PhM Yoma 1:8).
17

 

 

27:8. You shall make it hollow with boards, as was shown to you on the mountain so shall you do. 

— The Targum of nevuv luḥot is ḥalil luḥin [a hollow of boards] (PhM Oholot 9:3).
18

  

 

27:20. And you shall command the children of Israel and they shall bring you pure olive oil beaten 

for light, to set the lamp to burn always. — [Maimonides includes this in the tenth principle of the 

ShM, where he explains that “it is not appropriate to count introductions which are for some specific 

purpose”:] In this manner, it is not proper to count what it says, “and they shall bring you pure olive oil,” 

but to count instead “to set the lamp to burn always,” which is the maintenance of the lamps (ShM, 

Principle 10; see on Exod. 30:7). 

 

… beaten for light… — There are nine types of oil that are all prepared differently. How so?  

1. When olives are harvested from the top of branch, they are chosen one by one, then crushed, and 

placed into a basket. The oil that flows from it is the first type; 

2. He goes back and places a beam on it. The oil that flows from it is the second type; 

                                                           
16

 Jastrow says this word comes from Greek φυχθηρ, φυχτηρ, meaning wine-cooler. However, Hebrew/Aramaic 

 means “large pot.” Maimonides also quotes this point at PhM Tamid 5:5. Maimonides uses pesakhter rather פסכתר

than sir when explaining the law (Temidin u-Musafin 3:5-6). He says that the pesakhter was used for three 

objectives: to cover coals, to cover a dead animal on the Sabbath, and to remove ashes from the altar. 
17

 Kappach quotes this comment somewhat differently. 
18

 Rashi on the present verse also quotes Onkelos (see also Exod. 38:7).  



THE BIBLICAL MAIMONIDES 

© Alec Goldstein, 2019                                                                                                                    13 

3. If he goes back after he places a mean on it, and crushes it and places a beam on it again, then the 

oil that flows to it is the third type; 

4. Olives harvested in a mixture and were brought to the roof, and then he went back and chose 

them individually, crushed them, and placed them in a basket, the oil that flows from them is the 

fourth type;  

5. If he places a beam on them, then the oil that flows from them is the fifth type; 

6. If he placed a beam on them a second time, then the oil that flows is the sixth type; 

7. Olives that were picked and loaded into a vat until they begin to rot, and then he brought them up 

[to the roof], dried them, and placed them in a basket, then the oil which flows from them is the 

seventh category; 

8. If he went back and placed a beam on them, the oil which flows from them are the eighth type; 

9. If he went back and crushed [with a beam] a second time, the oil which flows is the ninth type. 

Even though they are all acceptable for meal offerings, there is none superior to the first type. After that, 

the second and fourth—and they are equal. And then the third, fifth, and seventh—and the three of them 

are equal. After that, are the sixth and eighth—and the two of them are equal. And the ninth is the lowest 

of them all. 

  Only the first, fourth, and seventh types can be used for the candelabrum, as it says, “beaten for 

light” — it is not acceptable for the candelabrum unless it flows from crushed olives, though for the meal 

offerings they are all acceptable. 

 Since all of these are acceptable for meal offerings, why were they counted separately? So that 

someone would know the type of which there is none higher, those of intermediate, and those of lowest 

quality. This way, the person who wants to make himself meritorious and conquer his evil inclination and 

become increase his magnanimity should bring his offering from the highest and most praiseworthy type. 

And about this, the Torah states, “And Abel brought from his choicest flocks and from its fat, and God 

favored Abel and his offering” (Gen. 4:4). The same is true for anything for the sake of the good Lord, 

that it should be from the most pleasant and best. If he buys a house of prayer, it should be nicer than his 

own house. If he feeds the hungry, he should do so from his best and sweetest foods. If he clothes the 

naked, he should do so form his best clothing. If he consecrates something, he should do so from the best 

of his possessions, as it says, “All the ḥeilev
19

 should be for God” (Lev. 3:16) (Issurei Mizbe’aḥ 7:8-11). 

 

… to set the lamp to burn always. — Kindling the lamps overrides the Sabbath and ritual impurity, just 

like offerings that must be offered at a specific time, as it says, “to set the lamp to burn always” (Temidin 

u-Musafin 3:10). 

 

                                                           
19

 The Hebrew word ḥeilev usually means “fat,” but also has a meaning of the choicest part. 


