J. Jean Ajdler

Va Ethanan (Yitro)

After the Exodus and a stay in Mara (Shemot 15;23 and Numeri 33;8), the benei Yisrael
arrived at the mount Sinai. In Mara they received first legal instructions, i.e dinin, Shabbat
and kjbud av ve em + sheva mitsvot benei Noah = 10 Mitsvot (Sanhedrin 56b). In Rashi
(shemot 15; 25 it writes Shabbat, Para aduma and dinin.). In Tora Temima, it explains that it
is the result of a copyist mistake, which confused the abbreviation &> with &’5.
Speaking about the Ten Commandments, Abarbanel and Keli Yakar note the existence of a
great controversy and debate between the commentators whether the the benei Israel heard
only the two first Commandments directly mi pi he guevura or if they heard all the Ten
Commandments mi pi he guevura. The plain meaning of the text, the pschat, seems to sustain
the second option. Before the enunciation of the Ten Commandments, the text writes:
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After the enunciation of all the Ten Commandments the text writes:
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And then a few verses later
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Thus according to the plain meaning of the text, the benei Yisrael heard directly the Ten
Commandments and G-d wrote then down on the stones and only after the end of the
enunciation of the Ten Commandments the people told Moshe that they were not more able to
listen further to the terrible and redoubtable voice in the dark and under the fire and thunder.
But apparently they had already heard completely the Ten Commandments. So do Rashbam
and ibn Ezra understand the verse Shemot 20: 15: 19 2°p2R 131Y 127> DR 7yAWN 1AV 30K 127
mnil .We read also in the Mekhilta Behodesh, Parasha 9
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However we find contradictory opinions.
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Their thesis is certainly motivated by the difference of the style of the two first
Commandments which are written at the direct style and at the first person. In the third
commandment G-d appears at the third person.
Rashi on Shemot 20;2 *21x follows this position and he writes that after that all the Ten
Commandments were enunciated in one sound, G-d explicated the two first Commandments.
By contrast, Rambam in the Moreh Nevuhim II: 33 writes that the sound of these two (and
only) two commandments was heard directly by the people but they didn’t understand and
even distinguish words. Moshe must tell them again in intelligible words and he translated
these words in the direct style as they had perceived the direct sound. For the other



Commandments, Moshe explained them without that they heard the divine message and
therefore he used an indirect style. Rambam applies to this situation the verse of Psalm 62:12
VAW 1T 2°NW 2°P198 127 nnX and refers to Shir ha Shirim Rabbah but I did not find the
reference. Apparently the meaning is the following: G-d said one general sound and I
understood two things, the two first Commandments.

Ramban: they heard of course the Ten Commandments mi pi ha gevurah but they did
understand only the two first Commandments. Therefore Moshe was obliged to explain them
the other eight Commandments.

What about the verse Shemot 20:15: nn1 19 2°P9K 11AY 027 XY VAW 13AY 70X 727 Rambam
writes that this demand was made before the Ten Commandments. This statement is
surprising.

Malbim on Shemot 20; 16 writes that all those who consider that benei Israel heard all the Ten
Commandments mi pi ha gevurah, accept that this passuk: 12AX 927> 9R) I¥RW WAY 70K 027
°P17X was said after the end of the Ten Commandments. By contrast those who consider that
only the two first Commandments were heard mi pi ha gevurah, accept that this passuk was
said after the second Commandment. Anyhow Malbim rebuts the position of Ranban who
wants to place this passuk before the Ten Commandments: If this were the case, why must
Moshe ward them off when they by themselves, had already moved back for fear.

Now if we neglect this non-essential detail in Ramban’s theory, about the moment when the
benei Israel called upon Moshe and asked him to listen alone to G-d’s words, which he
wanted to put before the Ten Commandments instead of after them, we note that Ramban’s
theory appears the best fitted to explain all the elements that we want to put together. Indeed
when he admits that benei Israel heard all the Ten Commandments, he satisfies the plain text,
the pshat. When he writes that they understood the two first Commandments, he does not
precise if it was intellectually or only emotionally because of the terrific circumstances, he
justifies the special direct style in the form of dialogue of the two first Commandments. When
he writes that they did not understand the eight last Commandments and needed Moshe’s
elucidation, he allows us understanding the role of Moshe, the narrative style used in which
G-d appears now at the third person. It allows also explaining the conundrum of the fourth
Commandment. Moshe understood through the divine message two motivations for Shabbat,
the religious and historical function by the restitution of the order of the world’s creation and
the social releasing and egalitarian message referring to the Exodus. Moshe explained the first
message in Yitro as the second message was still long-lived in the minds of the just released
slaves. When 39 years later Moshe speaks to their sons, he could briefly allude to this first
message by the words and then dwell and enlarge upon the second message in order to refresh
their memory.

By contrast the literal understanding of ibn Ezra or the understanding of Rabbi Simlai and
Rabbi Yismael in the gemara doesn’t solve all the issues. The last understanding does not
satisfy the plain text and the literal understanding of ibn Ezra forces us to accept that version
the Ten Commandments in Yitro represents the true and verbatim version, which was written
in the first and the last Tables, in contradiction with Rabbi Sa’adia Gaon, who said that 217
was written on the first tables and 7w on the last Tables. The Ten Commandments in an0R),
are a repetition made by Moshe, 39 years later, with some additions, twice TP17X 11 1% WK,
But we face two difficulties. Why the change of style between the two first Commandments at
the first person and the eight last Commandments written at the third person in the verbatim
version of Yitro and in Moshe’s version of 71nn&1 and why did Moshe introduce the second
understanding of Shabbat if the first one had been transcribed in the verbatim version?

We see the superiority of the understanding of Ramban, which units pshat with the Talmudic
solution.



