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The Ten Commandme?té.} Structure and Meaning

Rabbi Alex Israel — www.alexisrael.org
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®And he was there with the Lord forty days and forty nights; he ate
no bread and drank no water; and he wrote down on the tablets the
terms of the covenant, the Ten Commandments. 2 Moses came
down from Mount Sinai. And as Moses came down from the
mountain bearing the two tablets of the Pact ...

He declared to you the covenant that He commanded you to
observe, the Ten Commandments; and He inscribed them on two
tablets of stone.

** Moses turned and went down from the mountain bearing the two
tablets of the Pact, tablets inscribed on both their surfaces: they
were inscribed on the one side and on the other. ¥The tablets were
God's work, and the writing was God'’s writing, incised upon the
tablets.
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5. Sefer Hachinuch. mitzva 33

It is correct for a person to recognize and repay in some measure, the
good which has been offered to him ..... A person should realize that
his father and mother are the cause of his existence in this world;
therefore it is appropriate that he render them all the honor and do
them all the service he can. For they brought him into the world and
labored greatly on his behalf.... Once a person has adopted and
internalized this trait he will rise higher to a recognition and
appreciation of the goodness of God . It is He who is the cause of one’s
existence and the cause of all one’s ancestors all the way back to
Adam. He brought him into the world...perfected his body ... gave him
intelligence...”
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“The demand for the recognition of GOD begins with a demand for the mind (Command #1&2: Belief etc.) but it is not satisfied
with mere spirit; it demands the expression of this spirit in letter, in control of the word (#3 taking God’s name in vain), of

activities (#4 Shabbat) and of the family (#5). The SOCIAL LAWS begin with a demand for letter, for control of deeds and

words

(murder, adultery, stealing, false witness), but are not satisfied with letter only, but demand control of spirit and feeling (#10

Do not covet).

This expresses the important idea: All “religion”, all so called “honouring God in spirit” is worthless if the thought, the idea of
God, is not strong enough to exercise its power practically in the control of our words and doings of our family and social life.
Our deeds, our way of life must first prove that our “religion”, our “honouring of God” is genuine. And on the other hand all
social virtue is worthless and crumbles at the first test, as long as it aims at letter, at outward correctness, is satisfied with
being considered righteous and honest in the eyes of fellow men, but refuses inner loyalty, does not depend on .... that pure
inner conscience that only God sees and God judges, and which has its root and ... nourishment only in quiet but constant

looking up to God.

All spirit must be developed into letter, into act. All letter, all acts, must have their source in spirit. That is the inspiration that

hovers over these fundamental ideas of God’s Torah and fuses the two tablets; the “religious”

inseparable whole.”
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and the “social”, into one

7. Mekhilta Parashat Yitro:
"How were the Ten Commandments given? Five on one tablet and
five on the other.

Itis written: "l am the Lord vour God," and corresponding to it: "You
shall not murder." Scripture teaches that whoever sheds blood,
Scripture ascribes to him as if he has diminished the image of the
king. This may be likened to a king of flesh and blood who entered a
city and set up statues and made images and minted coins. Later,
they overturned his statutes, smashed his images, and cancelled his
coins, and diminished the image of the king. So too, one who sheds
blood, Scripture assigns to him as if he has diminished the image of
the king, as it says: "One who sheds the blood of man."

It is written: "You shall not have," and it is written corresponding to
it: "You shall not commit adultery." Scripture teaches that whoever
serves idols, Scripture ascribes to him as if he committed adultery
against God, as it is stated: "A wife that commits adultery, who
takes strangers instead of her husband" (Yechezkel 16:32). And it is
written: "Then the Lord said to me, ‘Go yet, love a woman who is
beloved by a paramour, and an adulteress™ (Hoshea 3:1).

It is written: "You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in
vain." And it is written corresponding to it: "You shall not steal." This
teaches that whoever steals will come to an oath taken in vain. As it
is stated: "Will you steal, murder, and commit adultery"

(Yirmiya 7:9), and it is written: "There is swearing, and lying, and
killing, and stealing, and committing adultery" (Hoshea 4:2).

It is written: "Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy," and
corresponding to it, it is written: "You shall not bear false witness.”
Scripture teaches that whoever desecrates Shabbat testifies before
He who spoke and the world came into being that He did not create
His world in six days and He did rest on the seventh day. And
whoever keeps Shabbat testifies before he who spoke and the
world came into being that He created the world in six days and
rested on the seventh, as it is stated: "You are My witnesses, says
the Lord" (Yeshaya 43:12).
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T M2 59 DU 1T MY Y YWY DN BInany  teaches that whoever covets will in the end sire a son who curses
his father and honors someone who is not his father.
Therefore, the Ten Commandments were given five on one tablet
and five on the other. This is according to R. Hanina b. Gamaliel,
But the Sages say ten on one tablet and ten on the other"
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that his voice would be strong and audible. — [from Mechilta]
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9. Talmud Makkot 23-24. Rav Hamnuna said: what is the meaning
of the verse (Deut.33,4) "Moshe commanded us a law ("Torah"), an
inheritance"? "Torah" has a numerical value of six hundred and
eleven. "I am the Lord Your God" and "There should not be to you"
were heard directly from The Almighty.

Moreh Nevuchim Book 2 ch.33

ITis clear to me that what Moses experienced at the revelation on Mount Sinai was different from that which was experienced
by all the other Israelites, for Moses alone was addressed by God, and for this reason the second person singular is used in the
Ten Commandments; Moses then went down to the foot of the mount and told his fellow-men what he had heard. .. God
spoke to Moses, and the people only heard the mighty sound, not distinct words. It is to the perception of this mighty sound
that Scripture refers in the passage, "When ye hear the sound" (Deut. v. 20); again it is stated, "You heard a sound of words"
(ibid. iv. 12), and it is not said "You heard words"; and even where the hearing of the words is mentioned, only the perception
of the sound is meant. It was only Moses that heard the words, and he reported them to the people. This is apparent from
Scripture, and from the utterances of our Sages in general, There is, however, an opinion of our Sages frequently expressed in
the Midrashim, and found also in the Talmud, to this effect: The Israelites heard the first and the second commandments from

God, i.e,, they learnt the truth of the principles contained in these two commandments in the same manner as Moses, and not

through Moses. For these two principles, the existence of God and His Unity, can be arrived at by means of reasoning...
Notwithstanding all that has been said by our Sages on this subject, we infer from Scripture as well as from the words of our
Sages, that the Israelites heard on that occasion a certain sound which Moses understood to proclaim the first two
commandments, and through Moses all other Israelites learnt them when he in intelligible sounds repeated them to the people.
- It was after this first sound was heard that the people were seized with the fear and terror described in Scripture... Then
Moses, the most distinguished of all man kind, came the second time, received successively the other commandments, and
came down to the foot of the mountain to proclaim them to the people, whilst the mighty phenomena continued; they saw
the fire, they heard the sounds, which were those of thunder and lightning during a storm, and the loud sound of the shofar...
But the voice of the Lord, that is, the voice created for that purpose, which was understood to include the diverse
commandments, was only heard once..... When the people heard this voice their soul left them; and in this voice they perceived
the first two commandments. |t must, however, be noticed that the people did not understand the voice in the same degree

as Moses did.



