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30:11-13. The Lord spoke to Moses: When you take a census of the Israelites according to their 

number when they are counted, each man shall give an atonement for his soul to the Lord, and no 

plague will come upon them when they are counted. And this is what each one passes among the 

counted shall give: half a shekel according to the shekel of the sanctuary (the shekel is twenty 

gerahs), half a shekel as an offering to the Lord. — … we are commanded to give a half shekel every 

year, as God, may He be exalted, said, “each man shall give an atonement for his soul to the Lord” (v. 

12), and He said, “And this is what each man who passes among the counted shall give” (v. 13). And it is 

clear that women are not obligated in this commandment, since Scripture states, “Any man who passes 

among the counted.” … This commandment is only practiced when the Temple is standing (ShM, Pos. 

171).
1
 

 

30:15. The rich man should not give more and the poor man should not give less from the half 

shekel to give the portion of God to atone for your souls. — Even a poor person who is sustained by 

charity is obligated, and he should ask others or sell the clothes he is wearing, and donate the half shekel 

of silver, as it says, “The rich man should not give more and the poor man should not give less” (Exod. 

30:15). And he should not give a small sum one day and another small sum the next day—rather he 

should give the entire amount all at one (Hil. Shekalim 1:1).
2
 

 

Nahmanides entertains the possibility that that this verse should constitute at least one negative 

commandment, possibly two, but he observes that neither Maimonides or the Hilkhot Gedolot counts 

this as a commandment. 

 

30:18. You shall make a copper basin and its pedestal [ve-khanno] of copper… — The Targum of 

kanno is besiseih [“its basis”] (PhM Kelim 11:7, 24:6). 

 

30:19-21. And Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and feet from it. When they enter the tent 

of meeting they shall wash in water so they not die, or when they approach the altar to minister to 

burn a fire-offering to God. And they shall wash their hands and feet so they not die, and it shall be 

an eternal ordinance for him and his generations forever. — … the priests are specifically 

commanded to wash their hands and feet whenever they need to enter the heikhal or to draw near for 

service. This commandment is known as kiddush yadayim ve-raglayim [“sanctification of the hands and 

feet”], as God, may He be exalted, said, “And Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and feet from it 

when they enter the tent of meeting.”
3
 And if someone violates this positive commandment, he is liable 

for death at the hands of Heaven, meaning a priest who officiated in the Temple who did not wash his 

                                                           
1
 In his commentary to Exod. 30:13, Nahmanides explores why Hebrew is called lashon ha-kodesh, the holy 

language. First he gives his own answer: “because the words of the Torah, all the Prophecies, and all words of 

holiness [the “Writings”] were all expressed in that language.” He then quotes the opinion of Maimonides: “Do no 

think that our language is called the Sacred Language just as a matter of our pride, or it be an error on our part, but it 

is perfectly justified, for this holy language has no special names for the organs of generation in male or female, nor 

for semen, nor for urination or excretion, excepting in indirect language” (Guide 3:8).   
2
 Elsewhere he writes, “Everyone is obligated to give the half shekel; priests, Levites, and Israelites, converts 

[gerim] and freed slaves. However, women, slaves, and minors are not obligated to give; but if they give, we may 

accept it” (Shekalim 1:7). 
3
 Maimonides reads vv. 19-20 as a continuous phrase.  
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hands and feet is liable for death at the hands of Heaven, as He, may He be exalted, said, “they shall wash 

in water so they not die” (PhM, Pos. 24). 

 

FURTHER: It is a positive commandment for a priest who is officiating to sanctify his hands and feet and 

then perform service, as it says, “And Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and feet from it.” And a 

priest who officiates without sanctifying his hands and feet in the morning is liable for death at the hands 

of Heaven, as it says, “they shall wash in water so they not die.” And his service is invalid, whether by a 

regular priest or the high priest. And how do we know that this service is invalid? As it says, “it is an 

eternal ordinance for him and his generations forever.” And regarding the priestly garments it says, 

“eternal ordinance.” Just as someone who was lacking the proper garments defiles his service as we have 

explained, so too someone who did not wash his hands and feet defiles his service (Bi’at ha-Mikdash 5:1-

2; also PhM Tamid 1:4). 

 

FURTHER: And He said, “When they enter the tent of meeting they shall wash in water so they not die.” 

The first opinion says that this prohibition only applies to entering the heikhal without sanctification of 

the hands and feet. Rabbi Yosi says this means someone who has not sanctified his hands and feet is also 

forbidden to enter bein ha-ulam ve-la-mizbeaḥ (PhM Kelim 1:9).
4
 

 

FURTHER: If the high priest did not immerse or did not sanctify his hands and feet, whether between 

changing clothes or between offerings on Yom Kippur and then performed service, his service is valid. 

Since those immersions and sanctifications are not equivalent to that of Aaron and his sons, about which 

it says, “And Aaron and his sons shall wash from it.” Only something that applies to everyone is 

mandatory, and that is the first sanctification (Bi’at ha-Mikdash 5:7).  

 

FURTHER: It is a positive commandment to sanctify [one’s hands and feet] from the basin, but if he 

sanctified from one of the other ministerial vessels, it is valid. However, common vessels do not sanctify. 

If he sanctified in a ministerial vessel outside or in a common vessel inside and then performed service, 

his service is invalid. And one does not sanctify [by placing his hands or feet] inside the basin or inside a 

ministerial vessel, as it says, “And Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and feet from it” — and not 

inside it. And if he sanctified inside it, and performed service, he has not defiled it (Bi’at ha-Mikdash 

5:10). 

 

Nahmanides writes, “It is the washing which is the essence of the commandment, but He commanded 

[the making of] the laver only in order that the water should be ready in it. Thus the absence of the laver 

does not invalidate the washing, neither is there any duty [to do the washing specifically from the laver]; 

thus on the Day of Atonement the High Priest washed his hands and feet from a golden jug which they 

made in his honor. However, what we do learn from the laver [that the Torah mentions], is that the 

washing [of the hands and feet by the priests] must be performed from a vessel” (on 30:19, trans. 

Chavel). 

 

                                                           
4
 The area bein ha-ulam ve-la-mizbeaḥ is on a lower level of holiness than the heikhal, so Rabbi Yosi is more 

stringent than the first opinion. 



THE BIBLICAL MAIMONIDES 

© Alec Goldstein, 2019                                                                                                                    3 

FURTHER: How much water much be in the basin? There should not be less water than is necessary for 

four priests, as it says, “Aaron and his sons” — And Elazar, Ithamar, and Phinehas with him, which is a 

total of four (Bi’at ha-Mikdash 5:13). 

 

30:22-23. The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “You shall take for yourself the choicest spices….” — It 

is a positive commandment to make the anointing oil so that it be ready for the things which require 

anointing with it, as it says, “and you shall make it as the oil of sacred anointing” (Exod. 30:25). And this 

is how Moses made it in the wilderness: He took some musk, cinnamon, and costus—five hundred 

shekels of the sanctuary shekel. And 250 shekels of fragrant cane. And when the Torah says, “and sweet 

cinnamon, half as much, 250 shekels,” this means that it was weighed twice, 250 shekels in each 

weighing. And each one was ground separately, and everything was [then] mixed together and soaked in 

pure and sweet water until all its potency was absorbed in the water. And a hin of oil was placed on the 

water; [a hin] is twelve log, and each log is four revi’ot. And everything was cooked on the fire until the 

water evaporated and only the oil remained, and it was set aside for all generations.  

 Musk [mor] is the blood in a wild animal from India that everyone in every place knows as a 

fragrance. Cinnamon is a tree that comes from the islands of India whose smell is pleasant and which 

people use as incense. The kiddah is costus. And fragrant cane are the thin reeds that are like red straw 

that comes from the islands of India, whose smell is pleasant, and they are types of fragrance that the 

doctors place in balsam (Klei ha-Mikdash 1:1-3). 

 

The Ra’avad objects to identifying mor with musk, writing, “My mind cannot accept that they would put 

any animal at all in a sacred act, certainly not the blood of an impure animal. Rather, mor is the same as 

what is mentioned in the Song of Songs, ‘I have come to my garden, my sister, my spouse, I have 

gathered myrrh [mor] with my spice” (Cant. 5:1), and this is a type of herb or tree whose fragrance 

disperses.” The Kesef Mishnah defends Maimonides, saying that it is clear that mor is musk (Hebrew 

 ,He responds to the Ra’avad’s objection by saying, “since its appearance as blood has changed .(מושק

and become merely like dust, and it is a fragrance that has an exceedingly good smell, why should it be 

diminished?” See also Ibn Ezra and Nahmanides. 

 

FURTHER: The anointing oil (Exod. 30:22-33) served a double purpose: to give the anointed object a good 

odor, and to produce the impression that it was something great, holy, and distinguished, and better than 

other objects of the same species; it made no difference whether that object was a human being, a 

garment, or a vessel. All this aimed at producing due respect towards the Sanctuary, and indirectly fear of 

God.  

When a person enters the Temple, certain emotions are produced in him; and obstinate hearts are 

softened and humbled. These plans and indirect means were devised by the Law, to soften and humble 

man’s heart at entering the holy place, in order that he might entrust himself to the sure guidance of God’s 

commandments. This is distinctly said in the Law: “And you shall eat before the Lord your God, in the 

place which He shall choose to place His name there, the tithe of your corn, of your wine, and of your oil, 

and the firstlings, of your herds and of your flocks: that you may learn to fear the Lord your God always” 

(Deut. 14:23). The object of all these ceremonies is now clear. The reason why we are not allowed to 

prepare [for common use] the anointing oil and the incense is obvious; for when the odor [of the oil and 

incense] is perceived only in the Sanctuary, the desired effect is great; besides [if it were allowed for 
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everyone to prepare the anointing oil], people might anoint themselves therewith and imagine themselves 

distinguished; much disorder and dissension would then follow (Guide 3:45).  

 

30:29. And you shall sanctify them, and they shall be holy of holies; whatever touches them shall 

become holy. — The inner altar sanctifies things that are invalid, whether they are fit for it or not. 

However the outer altar only sanctifies things that are fit for it but are invalid, as we have explained. How 

so? If offerings that became invalid were raised on the outer altar, they should be lowered down. If 

foreign incense was raised up, it should be taken down, since incense is not appropriate for the outer altar. 

However, if someone brought a handful of grain offering on the inner altar, whether or not it was valid, it 

should not be taken down.  And similarly in all other situations. Just as the altar sanctifies what is 

appropriate for it, so too the ramp and the other ministerial vessels sanctify what is appropriate for them, 

since it says regarding the vessels, “whatever touches them shall become holy.” And when someone 

appropriate reaches the ramp, it should not be taken down, even if it has become invalid. And similarly 

when anything appropriate enters reaches a vessel, it is sanctified and can never be redeemed, even if it 

becomes invalid, as we have explained in Issurei ha-Mizbe’aḥ (Pesulei ha-Mukdashin 3:18). 

 

30:31. And to the children of Israel you shall say: This shall be holy anointing oil to Me for all your 

generations. — … we are commanded to have oil made according to exact specifications ready to be 

used to anoint any high priest when he is anointed, as He said, “The priest who is greater than his brothers 

upon whose head the anointing oil has been poured” (Lev. 21:10). And similarly some of kings where 

anointed with it, as explained in the details of this commandment. And the tabernacle and all of its vessels 

have been anointed with it, but anointing the vessels is not a commandment for future generations, as the 

Sages explained in the Sifrei that their anointing—meaning anointing the tabernacle’s vessels, all the 

future vessels were sanctified for all time. And God, may He be exalted and blessed, said, “This shall be 

holy anointing oil to Me for all your generations” (ShM, Pos. 35). 

 

30:32. And it shall not be poured on human flesh… — … we are forbidden from anointing [anyone] 

with the anointing oil that Moses made, with the exception of high priests and kings, as God, may He be 

exalted, said, “And it shall not be poured on human flesh,” and it is clear that whoever anoints 

intentionally is liable for karet. It says, “whoever puts any of it on a stranger shall be cut off [from his 

people]” (Exod. 30:33). And if he did it accidentally, he must bring a ḥattah kavua (ShM, Neg. 84). 

 

… nor shall you make anything like it, it is holy, and it shall be holy to you. — [Maimonides is 

explaining the passage in the Mishnah ve-ha-mefattem et ha-shemen, reproducing the Temple’s oil, 

which is a sin punishable by karet:] And “remaking the [holy] oil” — This is someone who makes the 

anointing oil the way that our teacher Moses made it in the wilderness at those exact weights, as God, 

may He be exalted said, “like it [Hebrew, kamohu].” And if he made it to be trained in making it, or to 

teach others, he is not liable for karet unless his intention in making it is to be anointed by it (PhM 

Kereitot 1:1; also ShM, Neg. 83). 

 

30:33. Whoever makes a compound like it and places it on a stranger shall be cut off from his 

people. — [Maimonides is explaining the Mishnah’s statement that someone who pours anointing oil on 

someone unauthorized is liable for karet:] Meaning if someone placed the anointing oil  that Moses 

himself made, and this is in accordance with [the Sages’] statement that one is only liable for pouring the 
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anointing oil that Moses himself made, as God said, “and places it on a stranger shall be cut off from his 

people,” which refers to that which Moses made. And know that nothing was made from it and nothing 

will be made again, except the time that Moses made it, as He, may He be exalted, said, “This shall be 

[holy anointing oil] to Me” (v. 31). So it is a received tradition that only high priests are anointed, even if 

he is a [high] priest the son of a [high] priest, he is anointed. It is poured on his head and he is anointed on 

his eyelids in the shape of a Greek spoon like this.
5
 And [all of this is based on what] He said, “And he 

poured some of the anointing oil on Aaron’s head, and he anointed him to sanctify him” (Lev. 8:12). 

 And it is specifically permitted to anoint kings from the house of David using the anointing oil. 

And there is a distinction in this matter, which is that when David, peace be upon him, was anointed with 

the anointing oil, he merited kingship, as the verses testify (2 Sam. 7:8-12), and also his sons after him 

were kings, even if they were not anointed with the anointing oil. They said: From where do we know that 

we do not anoint a king who is the son of a king? Since the verse says, “so that the days of his kingship 

should be lengthened, him and his children, in the midst of Israel” (Deut. 17:20), which teaches that 

kingship is an inheritance to children. However, if conflict and strife arose in the stock of David about 

which person should be anointed king, and then everyone agrees to one of them, or the majority supports 

one of them, or the Sanhedrin or a prophet or the high priest, or one of them achieved kingship (regardless 

of how he achieved it), then he is anointed with the anointing oil in order to end the strife and war, and to 

remove division, and so that the public will know that this person is the anointed of the Lord and they 

should revere him. And a proof of this is what He said, “in the midst of Israel” — He said it is a time of 

peace in Israel, meaning that if there is no king son of a king, then it is necessary to have an anointing. 

However, when there is war, they anoint him. And they said: Why was Solomon anointed? Because of the 

rebellion of Adonijah. And Joash? Because of the rebellion of Athaliah. And Jehoahaz? Because of 

Jeohiakim his brother. And just as we are required to anoint a king from the house of David since we said 

he should be anointed from it like a crown on his forehead, and it should stand at a well of water. They 

said that kings are only anointed beside a well and they are anointed in the shape of a diadem [ke-min 

nezer]. And if someone adds to the anointing more than these measures, or he anoints not in these places, 

or not in these times [i.e., under these circumstances] this is close to violating what He, may He be 

exalted, said, “and places it on a stranger shall be cut off from his people.” However, regarding the 

incense, even if someone took it and burned it, he is not liable for karet, but is only liable for me’ilah 

(trespass), since he benefited from Temple property (PhM Kereitot 1:1). 

 

FURTHER: If someone anoints with an olive’s measure of anointing oil intentionally is liable for karet, and 

accidentally he brings a ḥattat kavu’a, as it says, “whoever puts any of it on a stranger shall be cut off 

from his people.” And he is only liable for anointing with the anointing oil that Moses made, as it says, 

“of it,” and from what it says [about the oil], “This shall be holy anointing oil to Me” (Exod. 30:31). And 

this oil was never be made again except for what Moses made. Whether he anoints himself or anoints 

others, as it says, “and places it on a stranger shall be cut off from his people.” (Klei ha-Mikdash 1:4-6; 

see also continuation there). 

 

FURTHER: A person who places the anointing oil on a king or high priest who was already anointed is 

exempt, as it says, “and places it on a stranger….” And these people are not “strangers” regarding the 

anointing oil. However, if someone, even a king or high priest, pours it on his flesh, he is liable, as it says, 

                                                           
5
 Kappach says that Maimonides originally drew this picture but it was later erased. 
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“And it shall not be poured on human flesh” — which implies “any person.” And a high priest who took 

anointing oil from his head and anointed his belly is liable for karet if he spread an olive’s measure (Klei 

ha-Mikdash 1:10). 

 

30:34. And God said to Moses: Take for yourself sweet spices, balsum, and onycha, and galbanum, 

spices and pure frankincense, an equal part of each. — The incense was made every year, and making 

it is a positive commandment, as it says, “Take for yourself… spices.” And it is explained in the Torah 

that there are four spices: balsum, onycha, storax, and frankincense. The rest of the spices were spoken to 

Moses at Sinai.  

And there are eleven spices spoken to Moses at Sinai, and they had an exact weight. Then he 

would add salt from Sodom, Jordanian branches, and an herb that produces smoke without weighing 

them. Only certain people knew its identity, which was transmitted individually as a law from one person 

to another.  

And this was the weight of all eleven spices: balsam, onycha, storax and frankincense—70 maneh 

from each one. (A maneh is 100 dinarim.) And musk, cassia, spikenard, and saffron—16 maneh; 12 

maneh of cosuts; 9 maneh of cinnamon; 3 maneh of Ceylonese cinnamon. The entire composition was 

368 maneh.  

Everything was ground very fine, and a quarter kav of salt of Sodom was added, along with a 

minimal measure of Jordanian branches and spoke-producing herbs. One maneh was burned every day on 

the golden altar, 365 days a year in accordance with the 365 days of the solar year. The three remaining 

maneh were ground extremely fine [again] on the day before Yom Kippur so that the high priest could 

take a handful of it to burn on Yom Kippur. The left over is the “remainder of incense” that we mentioned 

in [Hilkhot] Shekalim.
6
 

 Nataf in the Torah refers to the balsam trees that produce balsam oil. Onycha is unguis odoratus 

[tzipporen],
7
 which is used to make incense. Storax is like black honey wtith a strong smell, and comes 

from sap of trees that grow in the forests of Greece. These are the names of the species in Arabic:  od 

balsan, atzpar tiv, mayah, livan, masakh, ketziyah, sanbal alnardin, zefron, kost, od, kesher selikhah, and 

anber (Klei ha-Mikdash 2:1-4; see Nahmanides).  

  

FURTHER: See ShM, Principle 10, quoted at Exod. 30:7 

 

30:36. And you shall grind [ve-shaḥakta] it very fine [dakkah]… — Regarding the daily incense, God, 

may He be praised, said, “And you shall grind it very fine…” (Exod. 30:36). Regarding Yom Kippur, it is 

stated, “two handfuls of finely ground [dakkah] sweet incense” (Lev. 16:12). This mention of dakkah 

comes to include the act of grinding [sheḥikah] (PhM Yoma 4:4). 

 

30:37-38. And the incense which you make, you shall not make anything like it for yourselves; it 

shall be holy to you to the Lord. Whoever makes anything like it to smell it will be cut off from his 

                                                           
6
 “And this is what was done with the remaining incense: When the first day of the month of Nisan arrived, they 

would redeem it [and use it] as payment for the craftsmen’s payment, and return the monetary payment to the 

‘summer altar’ [a reference to the burned offerings that were brought on the outer altar], and the craftsmen would 

take the remaining incense as payment. The [the Temple treasures] would buy the incense back [from the craftsmen, 

using money] from the new levy [of shekalim] in order to offer from the new levy” (Hilkhot Shekalim 4:12). 
7
 See Jastrow, p. 1296. 
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people. — … we are forbidden to make anything in the form of the incense, meaning from those spices 

and at those weights, and intending to use it (as incense), as God, may He be exalted, said, “you shall not 

make anything like it for yourselves.” And it is clear to us that whoever violates [this prohibition] and 

makes something like it and intends to smell its fragrance, he receives karet if he did so intentionally, and 

if he did it accidentally he brings a ḥattat kavu’a (ShM, Neg. 85).  

 

FURTHER: If someone makes incense from these eleven spices according to their weights in order to smell 

it, even if he did not actually smell it, then he is liable for karet for making it if he made it intentionally. 

And if he made it accidentally he brings a ḥattat kavua. Even if he did not make the entire weight, but 

only half, or a third, since he made it according to is weight [proportionally], he is liable, as it says, “you 

shall not make anything like it…. Whoever makes anything like it to smell it will be cut off from his 

people.” 

 If he made it for training or to transmit to the community, he is exempt. If someone smelled from 

it but did not make it, then he is not liable for karet, but he is like anyone else who benefited from Temple 

property. And the Torah did not prescribe karet except on someone who made it according to its 

measurements and smelled from it (Klei ha-Mikdash 2:9-10).  
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Exodus 31 

 

31:2-3. Behold I have called by name Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur from the tribe of Judah. And I 

have filled him with the spirit of Godin wisdom [ḥokhmah]… — The expression ḥokhmah denotes… 

knowledge of any workmanship (see on Exod. 1:10). 

 

… understanding [tevunah], and knowledge [da’at]… — [Maimonides does not quote this verse, but 

his general interpretation of tevunah and da’at are worth quoting:]  “The knowledge [da’at] that we 

reach and that we acquire is not really the [true] conception that would be grasped through seeing the 

abstract form of the concept and grasping it or through comprehending forms [e.g., spiritual entities,] 

whose very existence is ideal. [With regard to the latter,] their very existence is knowledge, regardless of 

whether we comprehend them as knowledge. [Our process of] comprehension is referred to as 

understanding [tevunah] and it [leads to] knowledge. Conversely, knowledge [leads] us to understand, 

making it possible for us to grasp what we comprehend. Thus, it is as if [the mishnah] were saying: If we 

do not comprehend a concept, there is no way we will come to a true knowledge of it. And conversely, if 

there is no [true] knowledge, there is no way we can comprehend, for our understanding stems from 

knowledge” (PhM Avot 3[end]). 

 

31:13. And you shall speak to the children of Israel, saying: You shall surely keep My Sabbaths, for 

it is a sign between Me and you for all your generations… — Both the Sabbath and idolatry are 

considered equal to all of the commandments of the Torah. And the Sabbath is a sign between the Holy 

One, Blessed is He, and between us forever (cf. Exod. 31:13, 17). Therefore, whoever violates one of the 

other commandments is in the category of the wicked of Israel. However, whoever violates the Sabbath 

publicly is like an idolator, and the two of them are like a heathen in all respects (Shabbat 31:15). 

 

… to know that I am the Lord who sanctifies you. — … that all the nations shall know that I am the 

Lord who sanctifies you (Guide 3:26). 

 

The Hebrew la-da’at has no antecedent: The Talmud understands that God tells Moses that He wishes 

to inform Israel about the gift of the Sabbath (Shabbat 10b, Betzah 16a). Saadiah understands it in the 

second person, “that you [plural] shall know.” Finally, Rashi and Maimonides say that “to know” refers 

to the other nations of the world, in the third person.  

 

31:14. And you shall keep the Sabbath for it is holy to you… — If a Jew performs forbidden labor on 

the Sabbath—if he sinned and did it intentionally, it is forbidden for him to benefit from that forbidden 

labor forever, and other Jews are permitted to benefit from it immediately after the Sabbath, as it says, 

“And you shall keep the Sabbath for it is holy…” — it is holy but its actions are not holy. How so? If a 

Jew intentionally cooked on the Sabbath, then other Jews may it after the Sabbath, but he may never eat 

it. And if he cooked accidentally, it may be eaten immediately, either by him or by others, and similarly 

all other situations (Shabbat 6:23).
8
 

 

                                                           
8
 Maimonides follows the opinion of Rabbi Yehudah (against the opinion of R. Yohanan ha-Sandlar) in Bava 

Kamma 71a. He also makes reference to this debate at PhM Terumot 2:3. 
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31:17. Between Me and between the children of Israel it is a sign forever… — See on Exod. 30:13. 

 

… and on the seventh day He rested and was revived [va-yinnafash]. — The word va-yinnafash is a 

verb derived from nefesh, the homonymity of which we have already explained (see Guide 1:41),
9
 

namely, that it has the signification of intention or will; va-yinnafash accordingly means, “that which he 

desired and accomplished, and what he wished had come into existence” (Guide 1:67). 

 

31:18. And He gave it to Moses when He finished speaking with him on Mount Sinai, two tablets of 

testimony, tablets of stone, written by the finger of God. —On the phrase “finger of God,” see Yesodei 

ha-Torah 1:9, quoted at Exod. 9:3. 

 

FURTHER: “And the tablets were the work of God” (Exod. 32:16), that is to say, they were the product of 

nature, not of art: for all natural things are called the work of the Lord, e.g., “These see the works of the 

Lord” (Ps. 107:24), and the description of the several things in nature, as plants, animals, winds, rain, etc., 

is followed by the exclamation, “O Lord, how manifold are Your works!” (Ps. 104:24). Still more striking 

is the relation between God and His creatures, as expressed in the phrase, “The cedars of Lebanon, which 

he has planted” (Ps. 104:16); the cedars being the product of nature, and not of art, are described as 

having been planted by the Lord. Similarly we explain, “And the writing was the writing of God” (Exod. 

32:16), the relation in which the writing stood to God has already been defined in the words “written with 

the finger of God” (Exod. 31:18), and the meaning of this phrase is the same as that of “the work of Your 

fingers” (Ps. 8:4), this being said of the heavens: of the latter it has been stated distinctly that they were 

made by a word, e.g., “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made” (Exod. 33:6). Hence you learn 

that in the Bible, the creation of a thing is figuratively expressed by terms denoting “word” and “speech.”  

The same thing which according to one passage has been made by the word, is represented in 

another passage as made by the “finger of God” (Exod. 31:18, Deut. 9:10). The phrase “written by the 

finger of God” is therefore identical with “written by the word of God,” and if the latter phrase had been 

used, it would have been equal to “written by the will and desire of God.” Onkelos adopted in this place a 

strange explanation, and rendered the words literally “written by the finger of the Lord.” He thought that 

“the finger” was a certain thing ascribed to God; so that “the finger of the Lord” is to be interpreted in the 

same way as “the mountain of God” (Exod. 3:1), “the rod of God” (Exod. 4:20), that is, as being an 

instrument created by Him, which by His will engraved the writing on the tablets.  

I cannot see why Onkelos preferred this explanation. It would have been more reasonable to say 

“written by the word of the Lord,” in imitation of the verse “By the word of the Lord the heavens were 

made.” Or was the creation of the writing on the tables more difficult than the creation of the stars in the 

spheres? As the latter were made by the direct will of God, not by means of an instrument, the writing 

may also have been produced by His direct will, not by means of an instrument. You know what the 

Mishnah says, “Ten things were created on Friday in the twilight of the evening” (Avot 5:1), and “the 

writing” is one of the ten things. This shows how generally it was assumed by our forefathers that the 

writing of the tables was produced in the same manner as the rest of the creation, as we have shown in our 

Commentary on the Mishnah (Guide 1:66).  

                                                           
9
 “When nefesh is used in reference to God, it has the meaning ‘will’… (Guide 1:41). 
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Exodus 32 

 

32:4. He took the gold from them, formed it in a mold, and cast an image of a calf; and they said, 

“This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” — … this is the seventh 

time the Israelites tested God in the wilderness
10

  and that they would have deserved, as He, may He be 

exalted, explained about His attributes, saying, “slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness.” The 

Sages said, “slow to anger with the righteous and the wicked.”
11

 And the prophet [David] said, describing 

Him, “The Lord is good to all” (Ps. 145:9) (PhM Avot 3:18). 

 

… and cast an image of a calf… — R. Abraham writes, “Evidently that was what they had asked for. I 

have a tradition from my father and teacher of blessed memory that this was because they still held fast 

to their astrological beliefs, being convinced that they had left Egypt under the zodiacal sign of the bull 

of that their destiny was governed by some other superstitious, idolatrous astrological notion.”12
 

 

32:9. And God said to Moses, “I have seen this nation, and behold it is a stiff-necked nation.” — “I 

have seen this nation” — I have seen their rebellion (Guide 1:48).
13

 

 

32:11. And Moses entreated the Lord his God, and he said, “Why, O Lord, should Your anger burn 

against Your people that You have taken from the land of Egypt with great power and a mighty 

hand?” — The passage “And Moses entreated” is read from the Torah during morning and afternoon 

prayers [of fast days] (Hil. Ta’anit 5:5). 

 

FURTHER: At the afternoon service [of Tisha b’Av], “And Moses entreated” is read first, and the second 

and third readings are from “Chisel for yourself” (Exod. 34:1) to “that I will do with you” (Exod. 34:10) 

(Tefillah 13:18). 

 

32:16. And the tablets were the work of god, and the writing was the writing of God… — See Guide 

1:66, quoted Exod. 31:18. 

 

… inscribed on the tablets. — The Sages said “‘inscribed [ḥarut] on the tablets’ — ‘freedom [ḥerut] on 

the tablets’” (Eruvin 54a), which means freedom from temporal obligations and affairs of kings is granted 

to whoever accepts and does what is inscribed on the tablets (PhM Avot 3:5). 

 

32:25. And Moses saw that the nation was revealed [paru’a], for Aaron had revealed them [fera’o] 

for those who rise against them. — This peri’ah is “revealing” and “denuding” as in “for Aaron had 

revealed them” (PhM Kelim 21:1). 

 

                                                           
10

 See Exod. 14:11 
11

 BT Eruvin 22a, Bava Kamma 50a; this is presented in longer form at BT Sanhedrin 111a-b. 
12

 Quoted by Nehama Leibowitz, New Studies in Shemot (Exodus), p. 553. 
13

 Maimonides is explaining Onkelos’ opinion that when “to see” is applied to God regarding some type of evil, 

Onkelos renders it metaphorically “it is revealed before Me,” and Maimonides says, “In all these examples Onkelos 

is consistent, following the maxim expressed in the words, ‘you cannot look on iniquity’ (Hab. 1:13).”  
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Rashi, R. Saadiah, and Seforno agree that paru’a means megullah, “revealed.” Onkelos, Rashbam, 

Nahmanides, and Hizkuni say paru’a means batel, “nullified,” i.e., bereft of commandments. Shadal says 

it means “thoughtless, careless.” The BDB quotes both meanings.  

 

32:26. And Moses stood at the gate entrance of the camp and said, “Whoever is for the Lord come 

to me,” and all the children of Levi gathered to him. — … the tribe of Levi never practiced idolatry 

(Avodah Zarah 1:3; Maimonides does not quote the present verse in the passage quoted). 

 

32:29. And Moses said, “Dedicate yourselves today to God, each man by his son or his brother, and 

to bestow upon you a blessing this day.” — Let these persons [who endure persecutions] exult who 

suffer dire misfortunes, are deprived of their riches, are forced into exile, and lose their belongings. For 

the bearing of these hardships is a source of glory and a great achievement in the sight of God. Whoever 

is visited by these calamities is like a burnt offering upon the altar. It is said to them, “Dedicate 

yourselves to the Lord this day… that He may bestow a blessing upon you today.”
14

 

 

32:31. And Moses returned to God and said, “Alas, this nation has committed a great sin and have 

made for themselves a god of gold. — Whoever confesses [verbally] and does not resolve in his heart to 

abandon [the sin] is like someone who immerses [in a mikveh] while holding carrion in his hand, for the 

immersion is not effective until he casts the carrion away, as it says, “… whoever confesses and forsakes 

[his sin] will be find mercy” (Prov. 28:13). And he must specify his sins, as it says, “Alas, this nation has 

committed a great sin and have made for themselves a god of gold” (Teshuvah 2:3). 

 

32:32-33. And now if you will bear their sin, but if not, blot me out now from Your book that You 

have written.” And God said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against Me I shall erase from My 

book. — … God, may He be exalted, repays good reward to one who fulfills the commandments of the 

Torah and punishes those who violate its prohibitions. The greatest reward is the world to come, and the 

worst punishment is karet. And we have already explained this matter sufficiently. And the verse that 

proves this principle is what it says, “And… if you will bear their sin, but if not, erase me now from this 

book….” And God, may He be exalted, responded, “Whoever has sinned against Me….”  [meaning of 

next line is unclear to me] (PhM Sanhedrin 10:1, 11
th
 principle).

15
 

 

FURTHER: [Maimonides is commenting on the phrase “Your book”:] All these phrases are figurative, and 

we must not assume that God has a book in which He writes, of from which He blots out, as those 

generally believe that do not find figurative speech in [this verse] (Guide 2:47). 

 

FURTHER: [Maimonides uses vv. 33-34 to argue the following:] It is clearly expressed in many scriptural 

passages that God provides for all men, and controls all their deeds (Guide 3:17).  

                                                           
14

 Epistle to Yemen, p. 106. 
15

 The Mishnah states, “Consider three things and you will not come to sin. Know what is above you: an eye that 

sees, an ear that hears, and that all of your deeds are written in a book” (Avot 2:1). On the phrase “an eye that sees,” 

Maimonides writes, “It is mentioned explicitly in the Torah that our actions are known to Him in the unique manner 

in which He knows them, as it says, ‘… blot me out now from Your book that You have written’” (PhM Avot 2:1). 

According to Maimonides reward and punishment is one of the central tenets of Judaism, but it seems that the ability 

to dispense reward and punishment must be predicated on “an eye that sees,” and knows who is meritorious and who 

is blameworthy.   
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Exodus 33 

 

33:8. And whenever Moses went out of the tent, the nation would arise and gather at the entrance 

of his tent, and they would look after Moses until he had gone into the tent. — [Maimonides explains 

that the verb hibbit literally means “to see,” but can also mean “to view and observe” and “to 

contemplate:] In this sense the verb is used in passages like the following: “He has not beheld [hibbit] the 

iniquity of Jacob” (Num 23:21), for “iniquity” cannot be seen with the eye. The words “And they would 

look [ve-hibbitu] after Moses” (Exod. 33:8)—in addition to the literal understanding of the phrase—were 

explained by our Sages in a figurative sense. According to them, these words mean that the Israelites 

examined and criticized the actions and sayings of Moses (Guide 1:4). 

 

33:11. And the Lord spoke to Moses face to face… — What is the difference between the prophecy of 

Moses and that of other prophets? All of the other prophets [prophesied] in a dream or a vision, but our 

teacher Moses was standing and awake, as it says, “When Moses came to the tent of meeting to speak to 

Him, he heard the voice speaking to him” (Num. 7:89). All of the prophets [prophesied] through angels, 

therefore they saw what they saw through an allegory or parable, but our teacher Moses [did not 

prophecy] through an angel, as it says, “mouth to mouth I will speak to him” (Num. 12:8), “And the Lord 

spoke to Moses face to face” (Exod. 33:11), and “he will behold the image of God” (Num. 12:8), which 

means without allegories, rather he saw the matter clearly, not in riddles and allegories. The Torah 

testifies [about Moses], “clearly and not in riddles” (Num. 12:8), that he did not prophesy in riddles but 

clearly and he saw the matter completely (Yesodei ha-Torah 7:7).
16

 

 

FURTHER: [Maimonides explains that the word panim has several meanings: (1) face (e.g., Gen. 40:7, 

Jer. 30:67), (2) anger (e.g., 1 Sam. 1:18), and in this sense can be applied to God (e.g., Exod. 33:14, Lam 

4:16), (3) presence and existence of a person (e.g., Gen. 25:18), (4) an adverb of place, (5) an adverb of 

time, meaning “before,” (6) attention and regard. He applies the third meaning to the current verse:] 

Another meaning of the word is “the presence and existence of a person,” e.g., “He died in the presence 

[penei] [i.e., in the lifetime] of all his brethren” (Gen. 25:18), “And in the presence [penei] of all the 

people I will be glorified” (Lev. 10:3), “He will surely curse you in your very presence [panekha]” (Job 

1:11). In the same sense the word is used in the following passage, “And the Lord spoke to Moses face to 

face” (Exod. 33:11), i.e., both being present, without any intervening medium between them, e.g., “Come, 

let us look one another in the face” (2 Kings 14:8), and also “The Lord talked with you face to face” 

(Deut. 5:4): instead of which we read more plainly in another place, “You heard the voice of the words, 

but saw no similitude: you only heard a voice” (Deut. 4:12). The hearing of the voice without seeing any 

similitude is termed “face to face.” Similarly do the words, “And the Lord spoke unto Moses face to face” 

correspond to “There he heard the voice of one speaking unto him” (Num. 7:89), in the description of 

God’s speaking to Moses. Thus it will be clear to you that the perception of the Divine voice without the 

intervention of an angel is expressed by “face to face.” In the same sense the word panim must be 

understood in “And my face [panai] shall not be seen” (Exod. 33:23), i.e., My true existence, as it is, 

cannot be comprehended (Guide 1:37).  

 

                                                           
16

 Maimonides references this passage at the end of Guide 2:45. 
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… as a man speaks to his friend… — All the other prophets would be terrified, frightened, and 

trembling, and this was not the case with Moses, as the verse says, “as a man speaks to his friend.” Just as 

a man is not frightened to hear the words of his friend, Moses had the capacity to understand the words of 

prophecy, and he would stand full stature (Yesodei ha-Torah 7:7; also PhM Sanhedrin 10:1, seventh 

principle). 

 

… then he would return to the camp; and the na’ar Joshua son of Nun would minister to him; he 

would not move from the tent of meeting. — as to the words “For I am a na’ar” (Jer. 1:6), it is well 

known that the pious Joseph, when he was thirty years old, is called by the Hebrew na’ar; also Joshua, 

when he was nearly sixty years old. For the statement, ‘and the na’ar Joshua son of Nun, would minister 

to him” occurs in the account of the Golden Calf. Moses was then eighty-one years old, he lived one 

hundred and twenty years; Joshua, who survived him fourteen years, lived one hundred and ten years and 

must consequently have been at least fifty-seven years old at the time when the Golden Calf was made, 

and yet he is called na’ar (Guide 2:32). 

 

Nahmanides writes, “In my opinion, it is the way of the holy tongue to call any attendant a na’ar, for the 

person of high office is called ish [man], and his attendant is called na’ar.”  

 

33:13. And now if I have found favor in Your eyes, show me now Your ways so that I may know 

You so that I may find favor in Your eyes, and see that this nation is Your people. — The wisest 

man, our teacher Moses, asked two things of God, and received a reply respecting both. One thing he 

asked was that God should let him know His true essence: the other, which in fact he asked first, that God 

should let him know His attributes. In answer to both these petitions God promised that He would let him 

know all His attributes, and that these were nothing but His actions. He also told him that His true essence 

could not be perceived, and pointed out a method by which he could obtain the utmost knowledge of God 

possible for man to acquire.  

The knowledge obtained by Moses has not been possessed by any human being before him or 

after him. His petition to know the attributes of God is contained in the following words, “show me now 

Your ways so that I may know You so that I may find favor in Your eyes” (Exod. 33:13). Consider how 

many excellent ideas found expression in the words “show me now Your ways so that I may know You.” 

We learn from them that God is known by His attributes, for Moses believed that he knew Him, when he 

was shown the way of God. The words “that I may find favor in Your eyes” imply that he who knows 

God finds grace in His eyes. Not only is he acceptable and welcome to God who [merely] fasts and prays, 

but everyone who knows Him. He who has no knowledge of God is the object of His wrath and 

displeasure. The pleasure and the displeasure of God, the approach to Him and the withdrawal from Him 

are proportional to the amount of man's knowledge or ignorance concerning the Creator. We have already 

gone too far away from our subject; let us now return to it.  

Moses prayed to God to grant him knowledge of His attributes, and also pardon for His people; 

when the latter had been granted, he continued to pray for the knowledge of God's essence in the words, 

“Show me now Your glory” (Exod. 33:18), and then received, respecting his first request, “show me now 

Your way,” the following favorable reply, “I will make all My goodness to pass before you” (Exod. 

33:19). As regards the second request, however, he was told, “You cannot see My face” (Exod. 33:20). 

The words “all my goodness” imply that God promised to show him the whole creation, concerning 

which it has been stated, “And God saw everything that he had made, and, behold, it was very good” 
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(Gen. 1:31). When I say “to show him the whole creation,” I mean to imply that God promised to make 

him comprehend the nature of all things, their relation to each other, and the way they are governed by 

God both in reference to the universe as a whole and to each creature in particular. This knowledge is 

referred to when we are told of Moses, “he is faithful in all My house” (Num. 12:7), that is, “his 

knowledge of all the creatures in My universe is correct and firmly established,” for false opinions are not 

firmly established. Consequently the knowledge of the works of God is the knowledge of His attributes, 

by which He can be known.  

The fact that God promised Moses to give him a knowledge of His works may be inferred from 

the circumstance that God taught him such attributes as refer exclusively to His works, namely, “merciful 

and gracious, long-suffering and abundant in goodness…” (Exod. 34:6). It is therefore clear that the ways 

which Moses wished to know, and which God taught him, are the actions emanating from God. Our 

Sages call them middot [qualities], and speak of the thirteen middot of God (Rosh Hashanah 17b): they 

used the term also in reference to man, e.g., “there are four different middot [characters] among those who 

go to the house of learning”; “There are four different middot [characters] among those who give charity” 

(Avot 5:13-14). They do not mean to say that God really possesses middot (qualities), but that He 

performs actions similar to such of our actions as originate in certain qualities, i.e., in certain psychical 

dispositions not that God has really such dispositions.  

Although Moses was shown “all His goodness,” i.e., all His works, only the thirteen middot are 

mentioned, because they include those acts of God which refer to the creation and the government of 

mankind, and to know these acts was the principal object of the prayer of Moses. This is shown by the 

conclusion of his prayer, “so that I may know You so that I may find favor in Your eyes, and see that this 

nation is Your people” (Exod. 33:16), that is to say, the people whom I have to rule by certain acts in the 

performance of which I must be guided by Your own acts in governing them. We have thus shown that 

“the ways” [derakhim] used in the Bible, and middot used in the Mishnah, are identical, denoting the acts 

emanating from God in reference to the universe. Whenever any one of His actions is perceived by us, we 

ascribe to God that emotion which is the source of the act when performed by ourselves, and call Him by 

an epithet which is formed from the verb expressing that emotion (Guide 1:54).  

 

According to Maimonides, Moses made the following two requests: 

 

Moses’ Request God’s Response 

“show me now Your ways” (Exod. 33:16) = God 

should let him know His attributes… the ways 

which Moses wished to know, and which God 

taught him, are the actions [=derakhim/middot] 

emanating from God. 

“I will make all My goodness to pass before thee” 

(Exod. 33:19)…. The words “all my goodness” 

imply that God promised to show him the whole 

creation, concerning which it has been stated, 

“And God saw everything that he had made, and, 

behold, it was very good” (Gen. 1:31).… God 

promised to make him comprehend the nature of 

all things, their relation to each other, and the way 

they are governed by God both in reference to the 

universe as a whole and to each creature in 

particular. 

“Show me now Your glory” (Exod. 33:18) = Moses “You cannot see My face” (Exod. 33:20). 
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prayed to God to grant him knowledge of His 

attributes, and also pardon for His people; when 

the latter had been granted, he continued to pray 

for the knowledge of God's essence in the words, 

“Show me now Your glory” (Exod. 33:18) 

 

 

Maimonides understands the phrase “see that this nation is your people” to mean that Moses 

requested to understand God’s ways so that he might be able to lead the nation. In other words, was 

asking for the best way to lead the Jewish people, and the answer was first to receive kol tuvi, but the 

more elaborately recorded answer is the count of the thirteen attributes of God. Maimonides argues 

based on this that the ideal ruler will lead a nation with these qualities, just as God runs the world with 

these thirteen attributes.17
 

 

33:14. And he said, “My Presence [panai, lit., “face”] shall go and I will give you rest.” — The next 

meaning of the word [panim] is “anger,” e.g., “And her anger [paneha] was gone” (1 Sam. 1:18). 

Accordingly, the term is frequently used in reference to God in the sense of anger and wrath, e.g., “The 

anger [penei] of the Lord has divided them (Lam. 4:16); “The anger [penei] of the Lord is against them 

that do evil” (Ps. 34:17); “My Presence [panai] shall go and I will give you rest” (Exod. 33:14); “Then 

will I set My anger [panai]” (Lev. 20: 3). There are many other instances (Guide 1:37; see further at 

Exod. 33:11).  

 

33:18. And he said, “Show me now Your glory.” — [Moses] asked to know the truth of the existence of 

the Holy One, blessed is He, as much as could be grasped in his mind [lit., “heart”], as someone knows 

one particular person whose face he saw from a group of people, and his appearance is impressed upon 

his mind, so that that person is unique from other people in his mind. Similarly, Moses our teacher 

requested that the existence of the Holy One, blessed is He, be separate in his mind from other things as it 

[truly] is (Yesodeh ha-Torah 1:10, see continuation at Exod. 33:23; see also Shemonah Perakim 7 [not 

quoted]). 

 

FURTHER: [The use of “show” (le-har’ot), causative of “see” (lir’ot), refers] to intellectual perception, 

and by no means to perception with the eye as in its literal meaning: for, on the one hand, the eye can only 

perceive a corporeal object, and in connection with it certain accidents, as color, shape, etc.; and, on the 

other hand, God does not perceive by means of a corporeal organ (Guide 1:4).  

 

FURTHER: The phrase [glory of God] sometimes signifies “the material light,” which God caused to rest 

on a certain place in order to show the distinction of that place, e.g., “And the glory of God dwelled upon 

Mount Sinai and the cloud covered it” (Exod. 24:16), “And the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle” 

(Exod. 40:35). Sometimes the essence, the reality of God is meant by that expression, as in the words of 

Moses, “Show me Your glory” (Exod. 33:18), to which the reply was given, “For no man shall see Me 

and live” (Exod. 33:20). This shows that the glory of the Lord in this instance is the same as He Himself, 

and that “Your glory” has been substituted for “Yourself,” as a tribute of homage… (Guide 1:64). 

                                                           
17

 See also Maimonides Between Philosophy and Halakhah, pp. 164-167. 
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33:19. And He said, “I will make all My goodness pass before you… — See Guide 1:54, quoted at 

Exod. 33:13. 

 

… and I will proclaim the name of the Lord before you… — See at Exod. 34:6 

 

… and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will show mercy on whom I will show 

mercy. — God creates and guides beings who have no claim upon Him to be created and guided by Him; 

He is therefore called gracious [ḥannun] (Guide 1:54).
18

 

 

33:20 And he said, “you cannot see My face, for no one shall see Me and live.” — By way of the 

parable, the Sages said regarding the vision of our teacher Moses, peace be upon him, Godly matters and 

that he saw the Creator as much as possible because his intelligence is tied to the hyle, as God, may He be 

exalted, said, “for no one shall see Me and live,” as we have explained in our commentary to Pirkei Avot. 

And the Sages stated (Yevamot 49b) that all the prophets had visions in a glass that did not reflect and 

Moses our teacher had visions in a glass that reflected (PhM Kelim 30:2; see also Guide 1:54, quoted at 

Exod. 33:13.). 

 

33:21. And He said, “Behold, there is a place [makom] by Me… — we have explained here makom in 

the sentence “Blessed be the glory of the Lord from His place [mekomo]”  (Ezek. 3:12), but you must 

understand that the word makom has the same signification in the passage “Behold, there is a place 

[makom] by Me,” namely, “a certain degree of contemplation and intellectual intuition (not of ocular 

inspection),” in addition to its literal meaning, “a place,” i.e., the mountain which was pointed out to 

Moses for seclusion and for the attainment of perfection (Guide 1:8).
19

 

 

… and you shall stand [ve-nitzavta]… —The phrase “stood upon it” indicates the permanence and 

constancy of God, and does not imply the idea of physical position. This is also the sense of the phrase 

“and you shall stand upon the rock (Guide 1:15, see further at Exod. 2:4). 

 

… upon the rock [ha-tzur]. — [Maimonides identifies three meanings of tzur: (1) rock, (2) hard stone, 

(3) the root and origin of all things:] It is in the latter sense that the Almighty is called “rock,” He being 

the origin and the causa efficiens of all things besides Himself. Thus we read, “He is the Rock, His work 

is perfect” (Deut. 32:4), “Of the Rock that begat you, you are unmindful” (Deut. 32:18), “Their Rock had 

sold them” (Deut. 31:30), “There is no rock like our God” (1 Sam. 2:2), “The Rock of eternity” (Isa. 

26:4). Again, “And you shall stand upon the rock” (Exod. 32:21), i.e., be firm and steadfast in the 

conviction that God is the source of all things, for this will lead you towards the knowledge of the Divine 

Being (Guide 1:16; he also makes passing reference at Guide 1:63). 

 

33:22. And when My glory passes by, I will place you in the cleft of a rock… — I can adduce still 

further support for the opinion of Onkelos from the words “when My glory passes by,” which expressly 

state that the passing object was something ascribed to God, not God Himself, and of this Divine glory it 

                                                           
18

 Consistent with this line of thinking, Nahmanides says that the word ḥannun comes from the word ḥinnam (on 

Exod. 22:26). 
19

 On the theological meaning of the word makom, see also Ikkarim 2:17. 
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is also said “until I have passed by” (Exod. 33:22), and “And the Lord passed before him” (Guide 1:21; 

see second half of this verse). 

 

Maimonides’ theory, based on Onkelos, is “every expression implying corporality or corporal properties, 

when referring to God, he explains by assuming an ellipsis of a nomen regens before ‘God,’ thus 

connecting the expression (of corporality) with another word which is supplied, and which governs the 

genitive ‘God’ (Guide 1:21, quoted next), and Maimonides prooftext is the current phrase, since it says 

“And when My glory passes by,” and not “when I [=God] pass by.” 

 

FURTHER: The phrase [glory of God] sometimes signifies “the material light,” which God caused to rest 

on a certain place in order to show the distinction of that place, e.g., “And the glory of God dwelled upon 

Mount Sinai and the cloud covered it” (Exod. 24:16), “And the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle” 

(Exod. 40:35). Sometimes the essence, the reality of God is meant by that expression, as in the words of 

Moses, “Show me Your glory" (Exod. 33:18), to which the reply was given, “For no man shall see Me 

and live” (Exod. 33:20). This shows that the glory of the Lord in this instance is the same as He Himself, 

and that “Your glory” has been substituted for “Yourself,” as a tribute of homage… (Guide 1:64; quoted 

also at v. 18). 

 

… and I will cover you with My hand until I have passed by. — In asserting the God withheld from 

Moses (the higher knowledge) [v. 23], I mean to say that this knowledge was unattainable, that by its 

nature it was inaccessible to Moses; for man, while able to gain perfection by applying his reasoning 

faculties to the attainment of what is within the reach of his intellect, either weakens his reason of loses it 

altogether as soon as he ventures to seek a higher degree of knowledge—as I shall elucidate in one of the 

chapters of this work—unless he be granted a special aid from Heaven, as is described in the words, “and 

I will cover you with My hand
20

 until I have passed by” (Exod. 33:22). 

 Onkelos, in translating this verse, adopts the same method which he applies to the explanation of 

similar passages, namely, every expression implying corporality or corporal properties, when referring to 

God, he explains by assuming an ellipsis of a nomen regens before “God,” thus connecting the expression 

(of corporality) with another word which is supplied, and which governs the genitive “God” (Guide 1:21) 

 

33:23. And you shall see My back [aḥorai]… — [Maimonides counts three meanings of the word 

aḥor: (1) back, (2) after, (3) following a thing and of conforming with the moral principles of some other 

thing:] In this [third] sense the word occurs in “And you shall see My back [aḥorai]” — you shall 

perceive that which follows Me, is similar to Me, and is the result of My will, i.e., all things created by 

Me… (Guide 1:38). 

 

Isaac Husik, in his notes to Joseph Albo’s Ikkarim, explains Maimonides’ intent as follows: “Thou shalt 

understand those things which are caused by Me, namely the world of nature.”21 

 

… but My face [panai] shall not be seen. — the perception of the Divine voice without the intervention 

of an angel is expressed by “face to face.” In the same sense the word panim must be understood in “And 

                                                           
20

 For Maimonides’ understanding of “hand of God,” see Yesodei ha-Torah 1:9, quoted at Exod. 9:3. 
21

 Joseph Albo, Ikkarim, vol. 2, p. 96, note I. 
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My face [panai] shall not be seen” (Exod. 33:23), i.e., My true existence, as it is, cannot be 

comprehended (Guide 1:37; see more fully at Exod. 33:11). 

 

And you shall see My back, but My face shall not be seen. — And God, may He be blessed, responded 

[to Moses’ request in v. 18] that the mortal human mind does not have this capacity, whose body and soul 

are connected, to understand the truth of this matter fully. Nonetheless He, may He be blessed, revealed 

matters to him that no man before or after him had known, until he understood the truth of the existence 

of the Holy One, Blessed is He, in his mind from other entities, just as one person is unique in a group, so 

that when he sees his back, he recognizes his entire body and clothing in his mind from other human 

forms, and this is alluded to by the verse, “And you shall see My back, but My face shall not be seen” 

(Yesodei ha-Torah 1:10). 

 

FURTHER: Moses sought to attain a certain perception which is called “the perception of the Divine face,” 

a term occurring in the phrase, “My face shall not be seen,” but God vouchsafed to him a perception of a 

lower degree, namely, the one called, “the seeing of the back,” in the words, “And you shall see My 

back.” We have mentioned this subject in our work Mishneh Torah. Accordingly, it is stated in the above-

mentioned passage that the Lord withheld  from Moses that perception which is called “the seeing of the 

Divine face,” and substituted for it another gift, namely, the knowledge of the acts attributed to God, 

which, as I shall explain (Guide 1:54), are considered to be different and separate attributes of the 

Supreme (Guide 1:21). 
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Exodus 34 

 

 

34:3. And no man shall ascend with you, and neither shall anyone be seen anywhere on the 

mountain; neither shall sheep nor cattle graze before that mountain. — It is not proper to count the 

commandments that are not practiced for all generations [such as] “neither shall sheep nor cattle graze 

before that mountain” (ShM, Shoresh 3; see there). 

 

34:6. And He caused His face to pass over him [Moses] and called… — [Maimonides applies the fifth 

meaning of avar to this present verse (see at Exod. 12:12 for other meanings)]: [The verb avar] 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). This is the sense, it appears to me, of this 

verb in “And the Lord passed by [va-ya’avor] before his face” (Exod. 34:6). I take “His face” to mean 

“the face of God.” Our Teachers likewise interpreted “His face” as being identical with “the face of 

God.”
22

 And, although this is found in the midst of Aggadic interpretations which would be out of place 

in this our work, yet it is some support of our view, that the pronoun “His” is employed in this passage as 

a substitute for “God’s”….
23

 

Onkelos applies it [i.e., his method of using a nomen regens; see at Exod. 33:22] also to “And he 

caused his face to pass over him” which he paraphrases, “The Lord caused His Presence to pass before his 

face and called.” According to this rendering the thing which passed was unquestionably some physical 

object, the pronoun “his” refers to “Moses,” and the phrase al panav is identical with lefanav, “before 

him,” as in, “So went the present over before him [al panav]” (Gen. 32:22). This is likewise an 

appropriate and satisfactory explanation….
24

   

Should it, however, be considered necessary to assume here an ellipsis, according to the method 

of Onkelos, who supplies in some instances the term “the Glory,” in others “the Word,” and in others “the 

Divine Presence,” as the context may require in each particular case, we may also supply here the word 

“voice,” and explain the passage, “And a voice from the Lord passed before him and called.”  

We have already shown that the verb avar [“he passed”] can be applied to the voice, as in “And 

they caused a voice to pass through the camp” (Exod. 36:6).
25

 According to this explanation, it was the 

voice which called. No objection can be raised to applying the verb kara [“he called”] to kol [voice], for a 

similar phrase occurs in the Bible in reference to God’s commands to Moses, “He heard the voice 

speaking unto him,” and, in the same manner as it can be said “the voice spoke,” we may also say “the 

voice called.” Indeed, we can even support this application of the verbs “to say” and “to call” to “the 

voice,’ by parallel passages, as “A voice says ‘Cry,’ and it says, ‘What shall I cry?’” (Isa. 40:6).  

According to this view, the meaning of the passage under discussion would be, “A voice of God 

passed before him and called, ‘the Lord, the Lord, God, merciful, and gracious’” (The word “the Lord” is 

repeated; it is in the vocative, for “the Lord” is the one who is called, cf., “Moses, Moses!” (Exod. 3:4), 

“Abraham, Abraham!” (Gen. 22:11). This, again, is a very appropriate explanation of the text.  

                                                           
22

 Perhaps a reference to Rosh Hashanah 17b. 
23

 In other words va-ya’avor means that God turned away from this matter to another topic, which for Maimonides 

is “knowledge of the acts attributed to God” (Guide 1:21, quoted at Exod. 33:23). 
24

 Omitted text quoted at Exod. 33:22. 
25

 Maimonides’ second definition of avar is “the passage of sound through air.” 
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You will surely not find it strange that this subject, so profound and difficult, should bear various 

interpretations; for it will not impair the force of the argument with which we are here concerned. Either 

explanation may be adopted: you may take that grand scene altogether as a prophetic vision, and the 

whole occurrence as a mental operation, and consider that what Moses sought, what was withheld from 

him, and what he attained, were things perceived by the intellect without the use of the senses (as we have 

explained above); or you may assume that in addition there was a certain ocular perception of a material 

object, the sight of which would assist intellectual perception. The latter is the view of Onkelos, unless he 

assumes that in this instance the ocular perception was likewise a prophetic vision, as was the case with 

“a smoking furnace and a burning lamp that passed between those pieces” (Gen. 15:17), mentioned in the 

history of Abraham. You may also assume that in addition there was a perception of sound, and that there 

was a voice which passed before him, and was undoubtedly something material.  

You may choose either of these opinions, for our sole intention and purpose is to guard you 

against the belief that the phrase “and the Lord passed,” is analogous to “pass before the people” (Exod. 

17:5), for 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 (Guide 1:21). 

 

… the Lord, the Lord… — The word Eternal is repeated; it is in the vocative, for “the Lord” is the one 

who is called, cf., “Moses, Moses!” (Exod. 3:4), “Abraham, Abraham!” (Gen. 22:11) (Guide 1:21). 

 

Saadiah understood the verse, “and the Lord passed before him, and the Lord proclaimed, ‘Lord…,’” 

which is against the traditional reading. According to Dr. Richard Steiner, Saadiah was concerned with 

the question of one Rabbi Eleazar, who argued to Maimonides, “it is in no way permitted to put them 

[‘Lord’ and ‘Lord’] together because that condition might lead to false belief.26 

Maimonides responded “that he agrees with R. Hai Gaon and all of the other geonim that the 

first ‘Lord’ is not one of the thirteen attributes, and that he has never heard anyone disagree on that 

point! His son, Abraham, adopts the same reading…. [In the Guide 1:21], however, Maimonides cites the 

other reading approvingly; his formulation suggests that he had in the interim become aware of Ibn 

Ezra’s critique of Saadia’s reading” that the cantillation marks suggest both mentions of “the Lord, the 

Lord” are to be included in the thirteen attributes.27 

 

… merciful and gracious… — … just as the Holy One, blessed is He, is called merciful, so to you 

should be merciful; just as the Holy One, blessed is He, is called gracious, so to you should be gracious… 

(ShM, Pos. 8).
28

 

 

… gracious [ḥannun] … — Whenever any one of His actions is perceived by us, we ascribe to God that 

emotion which is the source of the act when performed by ourselves, and call Him by an epithet which is 

                                                           
26

 Teshuvot ha-Rambam, quoted in Dr. Richard Steiner, A Biblical Translation in the Making: The Evolutoin and 

Impact of Saadia Gaon’s Tafsīr, p. 151. 
27

 Steiner, Biblical Translation, p. 151, n. 39.  
28

 Based on Sifrei, “Ekev,” quoted at De’ot 1:6 and Guide 1:21 (end). See also Lev. 19:2. However, Maimonides 

seems to take the opposite approach later: “However says in prayers, ‘He who has mercy on the mother bird 

prohibiting us from taking the mother and the chicks or the One who prohibited us from slaughtering an animal and 

its young on the same day should have mercy on us,’ or anything similar, we silence him, because these 

commandments are scriptural decrees and not [given out of] mercy. For if they were from mercy, He would not have 

permitted slaughter at all” (Tefillah 9:7; see Rabbenu Manoah there).   
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formed from the verb expressing that emotion. We see, e.g., how well He provides for the life of the 

embryo of living beings; how He endows with certain faculties both the embryo itself and those who have 

to rear it after its birth, in order that it may be protected from death and destruction, guarded against all 

harm, and assisted in the performance of all that is required [for its development]. Similar acts, when 

performed by us, are due to a certain emotion and tenderness called mercy and pity. God is, therefore, 

said to be merciful, e.g., “Like as a father is merciful to his children, so the Lord is merciful to them that 

fear Him” (Ps. 103:13); “And I will spare them, as a man spares [yaḥamol] his own son that serves him” 

(Mal. 3:17). Such instances do not imply that God is influenced by a feeling of mercy, but that acts 

similar to those which a father performs for his son, out of pity, mercy and real affection, emanate from 

God solely for the benefit of His pious men, and are by no means the result of any impression or 

change—[produced in God]. When we give something to a person who has no claim upon us, we perform 

an act of grace; e.g., “Grant them graciously unto us” (Judg. 21: 22). [The same term is used in reference 

to God, e.g.,] “which God has graciously given” (Gen. 33:5); “Because God has dealt graciously with 

me” (Gen. 33:11). Instances of this kind are numerous. God creates and guides beings who have no claim 

upon Him to be created and guided by Him; He is therefore called gracious [ḥannun] (Guide 1:54). 

 

Dr. Eliezer Berkovits strongly disagrees with Maimonides “as-if” theology. He writes, “Now this is an 

opinion that denies the most precious and intimate aspect of God’s relationship to the world and to 

man. The negative attributes will never do. Religion cannot forgo the love and the mercy of God, nor 

even His justice and anger. Such attributes have to be related to Him in a positive sense or else there is 

no basis for a living God of religious relevance. / What Maimonides denies God, namely affection and 

tenderness, are the very essence of the encounter…. God does not act as if He were ‘merciful and 

gracious, long-suffering, and abundant in goodness…’; God is as He is here proclaimed. He is a caring 

God” (God, Man, and History, pp. 55-56). 

 

… slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness [ve-rav ḥesed]… — God judges men with kindness, 

and not as befits their conduct according to the strict measure, as indicated by [the Sages’ interpretation] 

of His attributes, “slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness,” as meaning “slow to anger for both the 

righteous and the wicked” (Eruvin 22a). And the prophet describes Him, saying, “God is good to all” (Ps. 

145:9) (PhM Avot 3:15[19], based on Touger translation). 

 

FURTHER: In our commentary on Avot, we have explained the expression ḥesed as denoting an excess [in 

some moral quality]. It is especially used of extraordinary kindness. Lovingkindness is practiced in two 

ways: first, we show kindness to those who have no claim whatever upon us; second, we are kind to those 

to whom it is due, in a greater measure than is due to them.
29

 In the inspired writings the term ḥesed 

occurs mostly in the sense of showing kindness to those who have no claim to it whatever. For this reason 

the term ḥesed is employed to express the good bestowed upon us by God: “I will mention the 

lovingkindness of the Lord” (Isa. 63:7). On this account, the very act of the creation is an act of God’s 

lovingkindness: “I have said, ‘The universe is built up in lovingkindness’” (Ps. 89:3),
30

 i.e., the building 

up of the universe is an act of lovingkindness. Also, in the enumeration of God’s attributes, Scripture 

                                                           
29

 Radak explains that ḥesed is yitron ha-tovah yoter al ha-ra’ui, “additional goodness beyond what is necessary” 

(Hos. 4:1). 
30

 Kapach points out that R. Saadiah gives the same explanation in his introduction to the book of Job. Malbim 

quotes this explanation from Maimonides on Ps. 89:3. 
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says: “And abundant in lovingkindness” (Exod. 34:6), ḥesed denotes pure charity…. He [God] is called 

ḥasid, “kind,” because He created the universe (Guide 3:53).
31

 

 

34:7. … visiting the sins of the fathers on the sons, to the third and fourth generation. — all the 

thirteen middot of God are attributes of mercy with only one exception, namely, “visiting the iniquity of 

the fathers upon the children” (Exod. 34:7), for the meaning of the preceding attribute (in the original ve-

nakkeh lo yenakkeh) is “and he will not utterly destroy” (and not “He will by no means clear the guilty”), 

e.g., “And she will be utterly destroyed [ve-nikketah], she shall sit upon the ground” (Isa. 3:26) (Guide 

1:54; see further at Exod. 20:5). 

Shadal writes: Maimonides (Guide 1:54) says that “demanding account of the fathers’ sins” means only 

that one of God’s commandments is that in the case of an ir ha-niddaḥat (a city condemned for 

idolatry), “You shall strike the inhabitants of that city at the edge of the sword” (Deut. 13:16), including 

the children who have not sinned. You can see, however, how forced and far-fetched this explanation is. 

Besides, there is no proof for the idea that this principle applies only with respect to idolatry. Even 

though it is mentioned in connection with idolatry here, we find it also among the Thirteen Divine 

Attributes (Exod. 34:7), and there it does not refer to idolatry, but is stated in a general way. Who would 

think that one of the Thirteen Attributes refers only to one particular commandment [i.e., ir ha-

niddaḥat], and one that rarely—and perhaps never—was put into practice? Besides, if “demanding 

account of the fathers’ sins” referred to one particular commandment, it would be only fitting for the 

principle of “exercising benevolence up to the thousandth descendants” (below, v. 6) to refer to a single 

commandment as well; but just as the one idea is unlikely, so is the other (trans. Klein). 

 

34:13. You shall smash their altars and their pillars you shall destroy, and their sacred trees you 

shall cut down. — If a tree was planted initially so that it should be worshipped, it is forbidden to derive 

benefit [from it], and this is the “sacred tree” [asherah] mentioned in the Torah (Avodah Zarah 8:3). 

 

34:14. For you shall not bow down to a foreign god… — it is stated, “Do not bow down to a foreign 

god” (Exod. 34:14), to prohibit one who prostrates, even if it is not worshipped in that way (Avodah 

Zarah 3:3; see further Guide 3:32, quoted at Exod. 25:8; see also Shegagot 14:2). 

 

… for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God. — You must know, that in examining the 

Law and the books of the Prophets, you will not find the expressions “burning anger,” “provocation,” or 

“jealousy” applied to God except in reference to idolatry (Guide 1:36; see further at Exod. 20:4). 

 

34:15-16. Lest you make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land, and lust after their gods and 

sacrificed to their gods, and he invites you, and you will eat from his sacrifice; and you shall take 

their daughters for your sons, and their daughters shall lust after their gods, and make your sons 

lust after your gods. — If an idolator makes a party for his son or daughter, it is prohibited to benefit 

from his feast. It is even forbidden for a Jew to eat or drink what belongs to him there, since he is eating it 

at celebration of idolators. And when is it prohibited to eat [at an idolator’s meal]? Once he begins to 
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 For more interpretations of the word ḥesed see my “Of Loyalty, Duty, and Love: An Exploration of the Meaning 

of Chesed,” available here: http://www.torahmusings.com/2017/05/loyalty-duty-love-exploration-meaning-chesed/ 
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involve and prepare in the needs of the feast, and all the days of the party, and for thirty days after the 

party. And if he made another feast for the wedding, even after thirty days, it is prohibited until twelve 

months have passed. And this entire prohibition is because it is idolatry, as it says, “… and he invites you, 

and you will eat from his sacrifice, and you shall take their daughters for your sons” (Avodah Zarah 9:15). 

 

FURTHER: If a gentile slaughters [an animal], even if he slaughtered in the presence of a God with a 

proper knife, even if he is a minor, his act of slaughter is invalid, and someone who partakes of it is liable 

for lashes, as it says, “and he invites you, and you will eat from his sacrifice.” It is forbidden and it is not 

comparable to a Jew who does not know the laws of ritual slaughter. [The Sages] made a great safeguard 

regarding this matter, for even a gentile who does not practice idolatry, his act of slaughter is invalid 

(Sheḥitah 4:11-12). 

 

34:19. All that opens the womb is Mine, and all of your flocks, and every firstling of your cattle 

born a male—ox or sheep. — It is a positive commandment to redeem every Jewish man [i.e., every 

father] to redeem his son who is the firstborn of a Jewish mother, as it says, ‘All that opens the womb is 

Mine” (Exod. 34:190 and “You shall surely redeem a firstborn man” (Num. 18:15) (Bikkurim 11:1; see 

also ShM, Pos. 80; see also Exod. 13:1-2). 

 

34:20. The firstborn donkey you shall redeem with a seh, and if you do not redeem it you shall 

break its neck… — See at Exod. 13:13. 

 

… all the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem; and you shall not appear before Me empty-

handed. — If [a father] had to redeem his son, and the time arrived to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, 

and he does not have the capacity for both, he should redeem his son and then make the pilgrimage, as it 

says, “all the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem,” and then “and you shall not appear before Me 

empty-handed” (Bikkurim 11:4). 

 

… and you shall not appear before Me empty-handed. — See at Exod. 23:15. 

 

34:21. For six days you shall work, but on the seventh you shall rest; from ploughing and from 

harvesting you shall desist. — We are commanded to abstain from working the land on the seventh year, 

as God, may He be exalted, said, “from ploughing and from harvesting you shall desist.” And this 

commandment has been repeated several times, and it says, “it shall be a complete rest [shabbat 

shabbaton] for the land” (Lev. 25:4). We have already mentioned that the Sages said the word “shabbaton 

[cessation]” refers to a positive commandment.
32

 And He, may He be exalted, also said, “and the land 

shall observe a Sabbath to the Lord” (Lev. 25:2). The details of this commandment are explained in the 

tractate Shevi’it. And it is only a biblical commandment in the land of Israel (ShM, Pos. 135). 

 

FURTHER: It is a positive commandment to abstain from working the land or working with trees on the 

sabbatical year, as it says, “and the land shall observe a Sabbath to the Lord” (Lev. 25:2), and it is stated 

“from ploughing and from harvesting you shall desist” (Exod. 34:21). And whoever labors to work the 

land or the trees on this year nullifies a positive commandment and violates a negative commandment, as 
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 See ShM, Pos. 90, from BT Shabbat 24b. 
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it says, “You shall not sow your field and your vineyard you shall not prune” (Lev. 25:4) (Shemittah ve-

Yovel 1:1; see also PhM Shevi’it 1:1, based on JT Shevi’it 1:1). 

 

Rashi quotes two interpretations of the phrase “from ploughing and from harvesting you shall desist”: 

(1) it refers to the sabbatical year, (2) it refers to the Sabbath day, but teaches a separate law, namely, 

that in general ploughing and harvesting are optional activities and therefore forbidden on the Sabbath, 

but harvesting the omer (Lev. 23:9-14) is a commandment, and it overrides the Sabbath. 

 If this phrase refers to the sabbatical year, then the Talmud asks why this phrase is necessary, 

because we have other verses to prohibit work on that year (BT Rosh Hashanah 9:1). Therefore Rabbi 

Akiva suggests it refers to work to ploughing at the end of the sixth year and harvesting at the end of the 

eight year, and similarly Rabbi Yishmael says it teaches the obligation of “adding from the profane to the 

sacred.” This is the interpretation that Maimonides quotes in PhM Shevi’it 1:1. 

 However, in the Sefer ha-Mitzvot and Mishneh Torah, Maimonides quotes the present verse to 

teach the primary prohibition of working on the sabbatical year, and not the derivations of Rabbi Akiva 

or Rabbi Yishmael. Furthermore, when quoting the prohibition to work at the end of the sixth year, he 

says it is a halakhah le-Moshe mi-Sinai, i.e., a law for which there is no scriptural support. 

 

34:22. You shall make the feast of weeks, with the first fruits of your wheat harvest [bikkurei ketzir 

ḥittim], and the festival of ingathering at the turning of the year. — The two loaves [shtei ha-leḥem] 

are called bikkurim, and He clarified them and said bikkurei ketzir ḥittim, and surely this is a proof that 

the bikkurim that they brought fifty days prior [on Passover] are bikkurei ketzir se’orim [first fruits of the 

barley harvest] (PhM Menaḥot 10:4; also Temidin u-Musafin 7:11). 

 

34:23. Three times a year all your males shall appear, before the master, God. — see at Exod. 23:17. 

 

34:24. For I will drive out the nations from before you and I will expand your borders, and no man 

will covet your land when you ascend to appear before the Lord your God three times a year. — 

Women and servants are exempt from re’iyah, and all males are commanded in re’iyah, except for a deaf 

person, a mute, an imbecile, a minor, a blind man, one who limps, one who is ritually impure, and one 

who is uncircumcised. And similarly, an elderly man, an invalid, and someone exceedingly tender or 

delicate who cannot ascend by foot. All of these eleven are exempt, but all other males are obligated in 

re’iyah. A deaf person, even if he has the ability to speak, even if he is only deaf in one ear, he is exempt 

from re’iyah. Similarly, a man who is blind in one eye or limps with one leg, he is exempt. A mute—even 

if can hear—is exempt. A tumtum and an androgynous person are exempt, because they have the doubtful 

status of a woman. Someone who is half slave and half free is exempt, because in one respect he is still 

under bondage. 

 How do we know that all of these are exempt from re’iyah? Because it says “all your males shall 

appear” (Exod. 23:17), which excludes women. And any positive commandment in which women are not 

obligated, slaves are also not obligated in. Furthermore, it says, “When all Israel come to appear” (Deut. 

31:11), which excludes servants. 

 And it says, “When all Israel come to appear” — just as they come to appear before God, they 

also come to see the glory of His holiness and the house of His Divine Presence, which excludes a blind 

man who cannot see, even if he is only blinded in one eye, because his sight is not perfect. And there is 
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also says “so that they will hear” (Deut. 31:12), which excludes someone who does not have perfect 

hearing; “so that they will learn” (ibid.), which excludes a mute, for whoever is obligated to learn is also 

obligated to teach. And it says, “when you ascend to appear before the Lord” (Exod. 34:24) — whoever 

can ascend on his feet, to exclude the lame, invalid, elderly, or tender… (Ḥagigah 2:1; see also PhM 

Ḥagigah 1:1, quoted at Exod. 23:17). 

 

34:25. You shall not slaughter the blood of My sacrifice with leaven, and the sacrifice of the feast of 

the Passover shall not remain until morning. — … according to tradition, this refers to a little bit past 

the seventh hour [on 14 Nisan] (PhM Pesaḥim 1:4; see also at Exod. 12:15 and 23:18). 

 

The phrase lo tishḥat al ḥametz dam zivḥi, “you shall not slaughter the blood of My offering with 

leaven,” seems to be understood as: you shall not offer the blood of My offering when there is leaven, 

i.e., before noon on 14 Nisan. 

 

34:26. You shall bring the first fruits of your land to the house of the Lord your God; you shall not 

cook a kid in its mother’s milk. — See at Exod. 23:19. 

 

34:28. And he [Moses] was with the Lord forty days and forty nights; he did not eat any bread and 

did not drink any water, and he wrote on the tablets the words of the covenant, the ten words. — … 

during that holy communion he could ask Him, answer Him, speak to Him, and be addressed by Him, 

enjoying beatitude in that which he had obtained to such a degree that “he did not eat any bread and did 

not drink any water”; his intellectual energy was so predominant that all coarser functions of the body, 

especially those connected with the sense of touch, were in abeyance (Guide 3:51). 

 

34:29. And when Moses descended from Mount Sinai the two tablets of testimony were in Moses’ 

hand when he descended from the mountain, and Moses did know that the skin of his face shone 

when He had spoken with him. — At times the truth shines so brilliantly that we perceive it as clear as 

day. Our nature and habit then draw a veil over our perception, and we return to a darkness almost as 

dense as before. We are like those who, though beholding frequent flashes of lightning, still find 

themselves in the thickest darkness of the night. On some the lightning flashes in rapid succession, and 

they seem to be in continuous light, and their night is as clear as the day. This was the degree of prophetic 

excellence attained by [Moses], the greatest of prophets, to whom God said, “But as for you, stand here 

by Me” (Deut. 5:31), and of whom it is written “the skin of his face shone…” (Exod. 34:29). [Some 

perceive the prophetic flash at long intervals; this is the degree of most prophets.] By others only once 

during the whole night is a flash of lightning perceived. This is the case with those of whom we are 

informed, “They prophesied, and did not prophesy again” (Num. 11:25). There are some to whom the 

flashes of lightning appear with varying intervals; others are in the condition of men, whose darkness is 

illumined not by lightning, but by some kind of crystal or similar stone, or other substances that possess 

the property of shining during the night; and to them even this small amount of light is not continuous, 

but now it shines and now it vanishes, as if it were “the flame of the rotating sword” (Gen. 3:24) (Guide, 

introduction). 


