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CHAPTER ONE 

A WINDOW INTO UNDERSTANPIHG IBN EZRA' 5 COMK'.ENTARY 

1.0 Introduction 

When people ask me , "Who is Abraham ibn Ezra?" I pl ace him 

between the two better-known reference points of Rasbi and 

Maimonides , and add that be lived in the twelfth century. He 

was a rationalist thinker who shared much in co11111on with other 

medieval philosophers. Like t hem , he believed that both 

astronomy and astrology were complementary scilences, the 

former specifying the positions of cel estia l bodies in the 

higher worlds , and the latter performing calculati1Jns on those 

positions to determine their impact upon human de~1tiny in the 

lower world where we live . 

Ibn Ezra had much to say that was radical if not heretical 

when it came to theological matters. Some scholars claim that 

because be was indigent and was at the whim of patr·ons , he was 

forced to cloak his real opinions in obscure argumentation 

(Zinber9, pp. 156-57 . For other biographical information, see 

Ellenaon , pp. 2-16). Kravitz vi9orously defends th.e idea that 

ibn Esra is purposely obscure to protect himself from charges 

of heresy (personal co11111unication). Sirat, in contrast , 

cautions a9ainst rushin9 to read into ibn Ezra's i ndirect 
( 

remarks " a little more boldness than he reallir intended , 
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aspecial 1 y on the question of biblical criticism . " ( p. 105 ) In 

other words , it is hard to know for certain how radica l ibl 

Ezra would have been if he had felt free to speak his mind. 

And then agai n , we are assuming that he indeed did feel 

constraine'd to censor his thoughts . Maybe he was speaking 

freely and going as far as he wi shed . My intuition is that ibn 

Ezra had doubts about .some of the beliefs of bis time but 

wanted to ultimately conquer those doubts by pushing them to 

their logical limit and then placing the results in a neat 

rationalist box. In addition , he makes pietistic outbursts 

throughout his commentary-- a t least in the commentary treated 

in this paper . Whether he made those under duress or were 

genuinely felt is open to question too . But intuition about 

his intentions is not enough. Like ibn Ezra , I see the need to 

analyze matters in logical steps . I do this in Chapter Three , 

where I outline the structure behind his argumentation. Given 

the insights gleaned ~process , I will draw conclu

sions about how covert or open and bow radical or conservative 

ibn Ezra actually was . 

Although ibn Ezra's style may be obscure in pl.tees and his 

name leas wel 1 known to the average Jew , he ought not be 

dismissed as of passing importance . In fact , he is quite 

relevant to Jews of our time . He was uncomfortable with some 

of the same issues that pla9Ue ua moderns, such as seemingly 
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unethical statements and inconsistent passaqes in the Tanakh. 

His strateqy, unlike other sages of his time or before him, 

was to painstakingly analyze the biblical text at literal face 

value and not shrink away "from the vexinq problems which such 

&nalysis qenerates. As will be seen in the translation in 

Chapter Two, he squarely faces each difficulty and uses the 

tool-s of loc;i:ic to explain each one to the fullest extent 

possible. Other saqes commonly engaged in midrashic resolu-

tions of problems. Ibn Ezra did this on occasion too, but the 

point is that modern Jews are likely to dismiss a midrashic or 

other symbolic device as a conyenie.nt way of dodging the 

biblical difficulty, as explaining it away. The rationalist 

approach strikes the modern as a more honest effort to deal 

with the "emb&rrassinq" parts of the Ta.nakh. What we learn 

from ibn Ezra is how to mine the -Tatio.nalist literal approach 

for all it is worth . 

On a.nother level, he is a kindred spirit to us in that he bad 

to reconcile two worlds: the traditional Jewish one and the 

philosophical secular one. We can le&rn from him as we see how ... 
he tries to make sense out of both. 

Finally, on a purely personal plane, I identify with ibn Bzra 

as my spiritual !Uld· intellectual predecessor. Be was fas-
., 

cinated with language and devotes much of his conaentary to 

linguistic analyses, such as the significance of an unexpected 

( 
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qranmatical form, or nuances in meaninq or discourse struc-

ture. I have devoted much of my intellectual life to the 

discipline of linquistics , as represented by my doctorate in 

that field, and the linqui:stic conmentary I make in this paper 

on ibn Ezra's beliefs and style of arqumentation. As for the 
r 

spiritual, I believe I share with him the act of textual 

analysis as one way to become closer to G-d and closer to 

-understandinq G-d 's will. Undertaking the translation of his 

connenta ry to the Ten Co1111:1andments was for me a spiritual as 

well as an academic exercise as I identified with his thought 

processes and commitment t:o discovering G-d 's reality . 

The bulk of this paper c:orusia ts of my transl at ion of ibn 

Ezra' a co11111entarJ- on the 1'en Commandments in Exodus , Chapter 
~ 

20, verses 1-14. • \ say "my" translation with some hesitation , 

since I received the indjlspensable help of my mentor , Dr. 

Leonard Kravi t z . An ancillary aid was A.sher Wieser' a I bn !zra , 

a book which converted the Rash"i script to the standard Hebrew 

block script and added punctuation. _ Be also provides foot

notes , which a re a -recapitulation in modern Bebre~ of relevant 

co11111ent1ry in the Rabbinic Bible (mikraot qedolot ) . 

Before preaentin9 the trana1lation its elf , I wi 11 now malt• some 

prefator1 r ... rks about ibru &sra's assumptions aa wel l as give 

a a:rnopsia of the entire translation. Thia will anchor th• 

reader aore securel1 into th• context of tbia man's world . A.a 
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a final task, I will explain my philosophy of language 

regarding the translation process, and the conventions I 

empl oy to render it as intelligible and fluent as possible. 

A fina l chapter follows the translat ion. There I present an 

analysis of the structure underlying ibn Ezra's arguments. 

That is, I describe MK. he makes his points, and in some 

cases , how he hides his points. Thus this chapter is scien-

tific in that it addresses the question, "how". In addition, 

I touch on a number of ques tions: What were his assumptions 
'\ 

abou:l: language, and how did those assumptions affect his 

exegesis'? Given his assumptions · about 1 anguage , phi 1 osophy 

and theology, in addition to the underlying structures of his 

arguments , how can a l l of that guide the newcomer who wants to 

read ibn Ezra in the original? 

In ibn Ezra's conmentary , one finds many kinds of material 

bound by recurrent themes. At one moment, he will discuss a 

specific work or phrase in the biblical text , and at the next, 

he is off and running with a philosophical discourse. Then, 

~fter touching upon the simple meaning of one verse, he will 

eabelliah it with hi• ovn homilies. For instance when he . 
eaplaina the connandment avainst swearing falsely, be launches 

in.to a long discourse about bow terrible swearing. falsely can 

be, all the wnile •UPPOrtin9 his thesis with incidents 

throughout the. Tanakh where svearin9 gets people into a lot of 



6 

trouble. So ibn Ezra alte1rnates close lin9uistic analysis of 

the text with philosophical and homiletic discourse. This can 

even be seen in the synopnis below, where he be9ins with the 

lan9ua9e in the text , leadn into philosophical and theolo9ica l 

issues, and returns to lan9ua9e once a9ain. His assumptions 

about l an9ua9e influence those other areas. Brief l y , his 

assumption is that the text must be confronted at face value . 

But once it is understood , i ts theolo9ical implications may be 

raised. Clearly he does this when he talks of the l"-irst 

Conwnandment as bein9 the t:oundation of all ' the others , since 

belief in G-d as expressed in the Firs t must be pre~upposed in 

the rest of the Ten Comma1ldments for them to make sense . Or 

when he deduces that bece.une the First Conwnandment reads , I am 

your G-d "who brou9ht you out of the land of B9ypt" , and not 

"created heaven and earth" ,. that this wordin9 implies creation 

is eternal and not created .by 0-d at some discrete point in 

time. Some of his other ausumptions, such as the validity of 

astrology , surface in the synopsis below. 

l.l Stnop1i1 of the Translation 

Ibn Bara begins his introcluction to the Ten C0111111Ddment1 by 

rai1in9 a number of que1tion1 he plans to reaolve; he i1 moat 

intentlJ concerned with discrepancies in the wording between 

the two ver1ion1 of the T•n COll'lllaDdment1 which appear in the 

Torah, namelJ, Ezodua Chapter Twenty and DeuteronOlllJ Chapter 
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Five. It is problematic t o him in that discrepancies challenge 

the notion that the Torah literally contains the words of G-d. 

If it did , then one must explain why there are two versions of 

what G-d said. If one is a paraphrase and one a direct quote , 

Why would the former appear in a book that is supposed to 

consist only of G-d's words? This is the kind of question ibn 

Ezra raises a.nd pursues a l iteral ist approach to its 1 ogica l 

conclusion . Other commentators asked that question as well , 

and their answer was that G-d pronounced · both versions 

simultaneously. Ibn Ezra gives arguments against that tradi

tional answer. 

... 

Up to this point, he has argued against ways to resolve the 

issue of how the Torah contains G-d's words yet has different 

versions of thos~ words. But he has not yet replaced the 

traditional answer with one of his own , because first he felt 

it was necessary to qo into his own philosophy of how language 

~orks , especially how it conveys meaning. He diatinquishes 

between two entities: words and their meanings: "words are 

1 ike bodies and tbei r meaning like souls" (this and other 

quotes of ibn Bzra come from the translation in Chapter Two). 

Words are more superficial and variable. Osinq biblical quotes 

to ill\latrate, ibn Esra proves that different words, and even 

variant spellings of a given word, can convey the same 

meaning. At this point, he switches to arguments on behalf of 

-· 

I 
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taking the Ten Commandments as G-d's words, as "written with 

G-d''s finger". One argument in favor is that the Commandments 

appear in a written , not an oral style. Also, some Com-

mandments appear in the third person because they reflect G-d 

speaking in a royal grammatical form. That is, a .king can 

refer to himself by using the third person pronoun. It does 

not mean someone other than the king is communicating. 

Following some discussion of how the Ten Commandments should 

be numbered, ibn Ezra turns back to the problem of claiming 
. 

that G-d , spoke both versions simultaneously. He backs up his 

arguments with his view about different words meaning the same 

thing, and ends up with a non-literal explanation of the 

existence of the two versions. In particular, he dwells on why 

it s~ys "Remember" in Exodus and "Observe" in Deuteronomy in 

reference to keeping the Sabbath. The answer is, when G-d said 

"Remember", the people heard its implication, that, they 

"heard" the other word "observe". So the means of remembering 

the Sabbath is to observe-- it. But in the meantime, ibn Ezra . 
has discredited the belief that the whole Torah is literally 

G-d's words. Be says the Ten Conmandmenta in Exodus are G-d's 

words, but that in Deuteronomy they contain changes. Purther-

more, the author of those changes waa Moses. Ibn Ezra refers 

to Moses as saying this or that, wit~out spelling out that he 

believes Moses, and not G-d, authored at least some of the 

Torah. 

..... 
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Ibn Ezra' s next task is to provide a rational bas is for 

obeyin9 the Ten Commandments. He does this especially in 

reference to honorin9 one's parents. Alonq the way , he keeps 

pointinq out how different words a.nd word orders in the t wo 

versions have the same m•!aninq, and that Moses contributed 

words to the latter versicm. 

The discussion then moves from lan9ua9e to a typoloqy of 

commands . Most have a rationa l basis , and some are obscure. 

The rational basis for t:he latte r are hard to find , but 

whether found or not , al l are ultimately rational. He 9ives a 

threefold typol oqy: commands of the heart , of speakin9, and of 

doinq. Each of these fur·ther breakdown i nto positive and 

neqati ve conmands, and h.e qi ves some examples. He deems 

commands of the heart as t .he most il!'portant. 

To conclude this introduction to the Ten Cotllll&lldments , ibn 

Ezra speaks at lenqth on his theoloqical and philosophical 

ideas, includinq his beli~f in the nature of creation, the 

existence of multiple worlds in an astroloqical system , G-d'• 

ability to overrule how the stars control our destiny, the 

primacr of the Pirst Conmnndment theological 17 and mathema

ticallr, and how belief in G-d as implied in the other 

conmandmenta. 
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Ibn Ezra' s analysis of the1 individual Commandments and verses 

is reminiscent of modern critical studies of the Tanakh . He 

takes problematic wprds, finds other contexts in the Tanakh 

where the words are used , and comes to a conclusion. These 

problems can be lin9uistic: or theolo9ical. If lin9uistic, he 

cites other contexts where the same word is used. If theolo9i 

cal, he cites other conte·xts which take the same issue but 

treat it more directly or in more de'lai l. P'or example , when he 

wants to know ir children really must suffer from the sins of 

their parents, as Ex 20:5 seems to imply, he quotes Jeremiah 

and Ezekiel as proof that verse five implies otherwise. 

Occasionally, in this sect:lon where he 9oes verse by verse , he 

wi 11 90 off on pietistic t .an9ents , such as when he ar9ues how 

grievous it is to swear by 1G-d's name inappropriately . He also 

will simply paraphrase a verse as he understands it, addin9 

his own illustrative examples. P'or "You shall not murder" he 

9ives examples of actions which themselves are not murder but 

which result in it, such 11s 9ivin9 bad advice that wil l 9et 

someone killed. •' 

By now, if the reader is at.ill with me , the reader's appetite 

must be whetted to proceed to the commentary itself. But there 

is one final duty t_hat remiaina , and that is to explain my 

method of translation and the assumptions involved . That is 

the subject of the final section of this chapter. 
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1.2 Assumptions and Procedures regarding the Translation 

I am in agreement with ibn Ezra's assertion about the rela

tionship between words and meaning. That is , different words , 

and different syntactic constructio~s, can express more or 

less the same idea . Thus I do not feel constrained to trans

late each word literally . Nor do I look at each word or phrase 

as an independent unit, but as part of the overall structure 

of the sentence, or even of larger discourse units. At the 

same time ( I try to avoid the danger of not being 1 i teral 

enough. I t is tempting to insert modern idioms a.nd other 

phrasing that sounds common in Eng lish. But this must be done 

with care, because of two potential problems: One, is that the 

level of formality/informality of an idiom in English may be 

higher or lower than in the Hebrew. Second, and more serious , 

the attempt to be creative may result in being interpretive 

rather than simply rendering the meaning of the original. 

As with all translation, the line between being faithful to 

the original and interpreting it is a fine one. Some people 

claim that the act of translation is itself interpretive. If 

that is true, then it is all the more essential to keep any 

further levels of interpretati on to a minimum as much as our 

conscious processes permit. Ev.en so, there is al ways the 

problem of our projecting our assumptiorus about ibn Ezra onto 

the translation. We have a view of the world as moderns, and 
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we have semi-conscious or un-conscious agendas of our own as 

we translate. In addition , we even have assumptions about 

modern and/or Occidental ways to present an argument. As much 

as possible , I try to present ibn Ezra's style as in the 

original. Once again, it is a matter of balancing the need to 

be faithful to the original yet intelligible in the other 

language, and intelligible to the readers of a different age. 

So we have transformations in language, time, and culture. 

have used two conventions to wei~the translation itself in 

favor of a literal expression of · language and style. One 

is parenthetical insertions. These merely fill in extra.words 

to make sure the meaning is unmistakably clear. This includes 

filling in ellipses in the Hebrew and using nouns instead of 

p~onouns. The pa;;.-enthetical material is interpretive, but at 

a relatively t~~vial level. It is tied to making the language 

itself intelligible, and does not force me to add words in the 

translation itself which are not "really" there. The other 

convention I use is insertions of my comme.nts in brackets . The 

purpose is frankly interpretive; the material in · brackets 

functions as a supercommentary to ibn Ezra's commentary, much 

as sages of a later time commented on sages ·of an earlier 

time. (Thia is not to say I count myself a sage!) Bracketed 

material accomplishes various tasks, as needed: it refor

mulates ibn Bera' s arguments in a more modern style of 

discourse; it provides background information (for exall\ple, 
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about astrology ) that helps the reader go into the medieval 

worl~ , it amplifies allusions to other parts of the Tanakh, 

and it adds an evaluation or other reaction as to the cogency 

of ibn Ezra's arguments. 

The translation below is divided into two sections: ibn Ezra's 

discussion of the Ten Cornmandme.nts as a whole , with some 

attention to specific Commandments, and his more closely 

detailed step by step progrcession through each verse. 

CHAPTER TWO 

ABRAHAM IBM EZRA'S COMMENTARY ON THE TEN COMMAlfDMEMTS 

2.0 Ibn Ezra's In~roduction to the Ten Cornmandments in Exodus 

Chapter 20 

This Torah portion raises difficult questions . Many sages have 

said that G- d uttered only the (fi rst) two (of the Ten) Com

mandments. Here is their proof: ' It is written in the first 

Commandment, "I t .he Lord am your G-d" (v.2); a.nd in the 

second, "For I the Lord your G-ij am an impassioned G-d." ( v.S ) 

In the third Commandment it is written, " ... by the name of the 

Lord your G-d." ( v. 7) Furthermore , in the same verse it safs , 

" .... one who swears falsely by Ria name . " It does not say , "My 
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name." In the fourth (Commandment ) it says: "For in s ix days 

the Lord made ~ .. therefore the Lord blessed ... ". ( v.11) In the 

fifth it says, the land "which the Lord your G-d is giving 

you." (v.12) 

[This is a grammatical proof. In the first two commandments, 

G-d is speaking in the firs t person. In all the other com

mandments, G-d is referred to in the third person: "The Lord" 

and not "I" . "His name" and not "My name". This proof settles 

a debate between what verse one literally says and what some 

commentators have said. Verse one says that "G-d spoke .Ill. 

these words." (emphasis mine) That is, G-d uttered all ten 

commandments. The corranentators, however, said that G- d uttered 

only the first two corranandments. Therefore , because G-d is 

speaking in the first person only in the first two com

mindments, the commentators are correct.] 

Here is another question: How is one to reckon "I am the Lord 

your G-d who brought you out of the lan~ of Egypt ... ", (v.2) 

as (one of) the Ten Commandments, since He is the Collll\&nder 

and there are no positive or negative commands (being issued 

in thia "commandment")? 

There are harder questions than the foregoing. For one thing, 

(during the yearly Torah cycle) we read (the Ten Commandments) 

the first time in this particular Torah portion , the one 
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called 11.n' .Yt\'V'1, and a second time in the portion called 

lJ nJ1Xl. We see that from the verse which beqins with "I" 

( v. 2) throuqh the end of verse 7, which ends with "one who 

swears falsely by His name", that there is no difference 

between the two portions. But from the beqinninq of verse 8, 

"Remember", throuqh the end of the Ten Commandments , there are 

chanqes everywhere. In the first (Torah portion ) it says 

"Remember" ( v. 8). In the second it says "Observe". ( Deut. 

5:12) [ From now on, one should assume that citations from the 

"first" Torah portion will always be from Exodus chapter 20, 

and citations from the " second" from Deuteronomy chapter 5.) 

Furthermore, in the second one finds the addition, "As the 

Lord your G-d has commanded you." (Ibid.) In the first it 

says , "or your cattle (v . 10) and in the second is the 

addition, "and your ox or your ass". (v. 14) The most dif-

ficult of all these (di fferences to exp l ain) is that in the 

first one, it is. written that the reason for the sabbath is 

that "For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth." It qoes 

on to say "therefore the Lord blessed t he Sabbath day." ( v. ll} 

Not only do these verses not appear in the second portion, a 

different reason for the Sabbath is qiven: " Remember that you 

were a slave in the land of Eqypt." And it concludes with 

"therefore the Lord your G-d has co11111anded you to observe the 

sabbath day . " (v. 15} 
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[Now follows a list of the differe.nces between the first and 

second Torah portion in reference to the Ten ColTltlandments. The 

existence of differences was very problematic to the sages, 

who believed that every word was literally said by G-d. Below, 

Ibn Ezra will indirectly challenge their assumption by 

showing some a.bsurd conseq\lences which foll ow if one argues 

along rational lines rather than homiletic lines.] 

In the first it is written, One receives a reward for honoring 

father and mother, which is, "that you may l onq endure". 

( v.12 ) Then in the second, the only thinqs added are "and that 

you may fare well , " (v.16) and for honoring father and mother 

"a.s the Lord your G-d has colTltlanded you . " 

In the first it is written , "You shaH not murder. You shall 

not colTltlit adul tery. You shall not steal. You shall not 

bear ... " (v.13) In the second it is written , "You shall not 

murder and you shall not colTltlit adultery and you shall not 

steal and you shall not bear ... " (v.17) [in JPS, "and" is not 
y . 

translated. I do so here to bring out Ezra's point bow the 

second portion differs from the first in that the "vavs" are 

added . ] 

' 
In the first it is writte.n, lpl/J l.Y ("false witness" , v . 1-

3) and in the second, >O lil I .Y ( v .17) [In the Hebrew, the 

two version8 are not identical even though accordinq to the 

JPS translation the meanings are equivalent.) 
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In the first it is written, "You shall not covet your neiqh

bor 's house: you shal 1 not covet your neighbor's wife ... " 

( v. 14) In the second it says: "You shal 1 not covet your 

neiqhbor's wife. You shall not crave your neighbor's house." 

(v . 18) The second has the expression, "his field" (v.18) but 

the first does not. In the first, the words, "his male or 

female slave" precede "his ox ·or his ass" ( v. 14); while in 

the second, "his ox or bis ass" precedes "his male or female 

slave."(v.18) 

[ In ~e extant Torah text, there is no difference in word 

order. There are three possible reasons for this: One is that 

the text be had was in fact different. The second is that a 

scribe made a mist~ke in copyinq Ezra's co1DT1entary. The third 

is that Ibn Ezra made a mistake.] 

In the first it is written , · "G-d spoke all these words 

sayin'9". (v.l) But in the second, "The Lord spoke these words

- those and no more-- to your whole conq~eqation . " (v.19) 

[ Ibn Ezra is referrinq to two differences in the second 

portion: one is that the indi rect object , "your whole conqre

qation", is. added. The other is th~ reversed order of subject 

and direct object. In the second portion, the object, "these 

words", precede• the subject, "The Lord spoke". The JPS makes 

( 
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the distinction in ·Enqlish by makinq the syntax more emphatic: 

" those and no more". 

One may wonder why Ibn Ezra qoes "out of order" in bis list of 

differences by qoinq back to the first verse in the first por

tion. The answer must be that he bas listed this difference 

last because in referrinq to the second portion, he quotes the 

last verse relevant to the Ten Commandments.] 

When we investiqate the words of our saqes of blessed memory 

to see what they said about the-differences listed above, we 

discover that they said "remember" and "observe" were uttered 

as one comiandment. This is the most difficult problem of all 

to explain. But G-d forbid that anyone claim they did not 

speak correctly about this matter, because our (current) 

knowledge is a mere trifle compared with theirs. Only people 

in our own 9eneration think that the words of the saqes 

(should be taken) in their ever)!.day sense. This is not so, as 

I will explain at the end after I me.ntion the difficultiH 

(involved with doinq so). When I conclude, I ' will explain the 

correct way to r emove all the difficulties and questions which 

are in this portion. 

It is impossible to utter "remember" and ."observe" simul

taneously except by meana of a miracle. Moreover , one can 
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acknowledge that there is the question of why both words are 

not written as "remember and observe" in both portions. 

[In other ~ords, if both w~re uttered, why don't both portions 

reflect this? Thi~ leaves the fact of one word in one portion 

and the other word in the other portion unexplained. ] 

What can be made of the fact that in those same verses, if 

they were uttered simultaneously (in full) like the words 

"remember" and "obs~rve", that the sages did not mention this 

as well? 

(If we are going to say that the first word in each verse was 

uttered at the same time, then what about the rest of each 

verse? Were they uttered at the same time as well? Ibn Ezra is 

building a case against a literal interpretation of the sages 

by taking literalness to a reductio ad absurdum. At a deeper 

level, he may be ridiculing the sages if there is really no 

apparent reason not to take them literally. This reductio 

continues below.) 

For it would be a more surprising miracle if many verses were 

spoken simultaneously yet did not have an equivalent meaning. 

(The sages only refer to) the (less extraordinary) miracle of 

t wo words with equivalent meaning being spoken simultaneously. 
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[A paraphrase of this may be that if we are in the business of 

mentioning miracles, why didn't the sages point out the far 

more noteworthy miracle of the simultaneous utterance of 

entire verses, where the meaning is not even synonymous? This 

is far more remarkable than the mere simultaneous utterance of 

two- words.Again, at a deeper l evel, Ibn Ezra may be mocking 

the idea of miracles altogether by ranking them in terms of 

their degree of "miracularity". ] 

Also, how could G-d have said, "as the. Lord your G-d has com

manded you"? (Deut. 5: 16) 

[ Leavinq the problem of "remember" and "obset"ve", Ibn Ezra now 

refers to other problems caused by comparing the two Torah 

portions.] 

[Ibn Ezra implies what the saqes said about this, that G-d 

uttered all the co11111&I1dmenta. If so, then G-d would speak in 

the first person, as was argued in the beginning of this 

commentary on Exodus 20. He is still dealing wi th the same 

issue of simultaneity but tying it into his ct.her argument 

about when G-d was speaking . He referred to verse 12 in 

Deuteronomy which · contains the same phrase as verse 16, "a~ 

the Lord your q-d has c01l'llla0ded you". He also showed the 

transition between first to third person in Exodus as well. 

The transition began at vus9;_ 7 "His name". The two argwnents 
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intertwine as follows: The sages cl aimed that G-d spoke 

"remember" and "observe" simultaneously. But as we saw before, 

since G-d is referred to in the third person from the third 

corranandment on , we ' cannot say that G-d "said" anything, far 

less that G-d said "remember" and "observe" simu l taneous l y. 

This is a kal vch~mer argument: If G-d did not pronounce the 

corrmandment about Shabbat , then all the more so did he not 

pronounce anything simultaneous 1 y. Ibn Ezra does not 1 eave 

arguments in isolation; he puts them together and sees what 

the logical consequences are .] 

Furthermore , when before this (utterance of v. 16) did G-d 

stand at Sinai and speak about honoring father and mother? [ 
• Here , Ibn Ezra is catching the Torah , so to speak , in a self-

contradiction. The tradition viewed the ·two versions of the 

" Ten Corrmandments, one in Exodus and one in Deuteronomy, as 
. 

said by G-d at the same time. But because of the 9rammar, the 

text implies that G-d said the version wri t ten in Exodus at 

one time, and Moses (or someone else) repeated them at a later 

time . This is so, because in Exodus it says , "Honor your 

father and mother .•. " al 1 in 

Deuteronomy it sa:r.s , '' / ., il ' ~ ~ 
the present tense. But in 

"as 

the Lord your a-·d has c0nmanded rou." "Conmanded" is in the 

past ~enae, so the speaker of the coanandme.nt must be refer

ring to an occasion prior to the current one when G-d had 

spok~n that contnandment. So once again , Ibn Ezra i s trying to 
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logic that the Ten Co~ndments come in two forms 

d that is that . They are not magica ll y somehow the same 

otice that in the first portion, "He may do we ll for you" is . 
[Here , a more litera l translation than 1the JPS is 

ed to show Ibn Ezra's point. ] If this is t he case,. that G-d 

ttered it (in the second) and did not (in th~ first} , how 

oes G-d sa:r ":rou shall not corrmit adultery" with a vav ( i n 

he second, and without a vav in the first? Also , ( h1:>w does G-

say) in the first, "You shal 1 not covet your Dleiqhbor' s 

( v . 14) and in the second, "You shall not covet your 

eiqhbor's wife"? (v.18) As another example , how do1es G-d say 

imul taneously "his male or fema l e slave" and then "bis ox or 

is ass" and then the reverse order in the second i•ortion? 

Ezra is pointinq out two loqistical pr_obllems with 

upposed simultaneous utterances: One is the problem of the 

bsence of a syntactic unit in one portion , and it21 presence 

n the other. Bow does G-d choose between includinq it . or not 

nc l udinq it? Bow can one simultaneously say and not say 

omethinq? The other problem ia the word order. Bow can one 

ay a sentence with one order of syntactic uni ts sim~ll taneous

y say that sentence in, reveraed order of those uni. t s?) 
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All these thinqs do not stand to reason. And the 9reatest of 

all the difficulties which I mentioned is that all the wonders 

that were done by Moses had at least a little natural aspect 

to them which the wise will .understand. (I. e, they are 

somewhat believable miracles since the_y are connected to 

natural events in the world. In contrast , sayinq two words at 

once is impossible . Ibn Ezra's bitinq sarcasm follows as a 

result:] But behold this most wondrous of wonders, that G-d 

said "remember" and "observe" at the same time. This is what 

was more worthy of beinq written and explained in the Torah 

than all the other miracles and wonders that were recorded. 

Even if we were to say that G-d does not co111nunicate as humans 

do, then how would the Jewish people understand the word of G-

d, since if one were to hear "remember" a.nd "observe" simul-

taneousl~ one would not underata.nd either word. Even if (G-d 

were to say) one word like "remember", if one could not hear 
'-

the "r" before the "m" and the "b", one could not understand 

what the speaker had said. 

[Ibn Bara is continuing alonq the line of logic that shows how 

problematic a literal interpretat,ion of simultaneitr would be. 

Thia now continues below. First, however, he speaks of the 

senses of ai9ht and hearing generally. This relates to the 

precedin9 in that speech involves hearing.] 
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We know that the sense of sight is more highly valued than the 

sense of hearing, since we have absolute proof t:hat when one 

sees lightening at one moment, then thunder will follow at the 

next moment. Thus only the eyes 'see it from afar' (antici pate 
. 

it) . The air gradual 1 y carries the sound to the ears , not 

reaching them until after a brief interva l. And the speech 

sounds , with which one speaks , have their l ikeniess inscribed 

in the air according to where they are found aniong the five 

places (of articulation in the mouth , such as t 'he throat an/ 

1 ips ) and not according to how they are recor·ded by one 1 s 

hand . Thus all of the letter zayin enters the ear before kaf , 

vav t and resh (in) "17 Jr• ( "remember") o 

Thus if one is talkin9 about a miracle, that "remember" and 

"observe0 were spoken simultaneously, bow would the ears be 

able to hear this? If one were to say , it was 11lao a miracle 

that the ears could hear two words at once . which ordinarily .. 
cannot even hear two speech sounds at once, then why didn't 

the sages of blessed memory mention the diffic:ul ty involved 

[in their claim about simultaneity]? 

What can be done with the remaining difficulties , where 

differences between the verses (in the two Torah portions) do 

not share the same meaning as "remember" and "observe" do? 

(What can be done with) what was written in the second portion 

but absent in the first? Or how can one reconcile "tou shall 
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not covet your neighbor's house" with "You shal 1 not covet 

your neighbor's wife"? Finally.( what is one to do with the 

syntactic ) reversals? 

[He is getting repetitive here, possibly to drive borne his 

point .] 

I cannot explain to you all of the above until I explain the 

instruction of Hebrew. G-d, wlto is my witness and knows my 

inte.nt, were it not for the necessity of my accounting for 

these difficulties, I would keep silent rather than go about 

mending the words of the sages. 

SAID ABRAHAM (IBM EZRA) THE AUTHOR: Sometimes a pattern of a 

Hebrew speaker- will clarify his words the most distinctly. 

Therefore sometimes they wi 11 say they need succinct words, so 

that the listener can understand their meaning. Know, then, 

that words are like bodies and their meaning like souls. The 

body is to the soul as a vessel ( is to its contents). Similar

ly, the pattern of any sage in any language will safeguard its 

meaning. T.here vi 11 not be concern about changing th.e words as 

long as the meaning ia the same. 

[Be is referring to aagea who write in many different t .ongues 

depending where they are from. Ibn Esra now proceeds to give 

ezamples of sentences whose words differ but whose meaning is 
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equivalent or nearly so. He selects his examples from the 

Hebrew Bible, which may be a veiled way of criticizing t hose 

conwnentators whose arguments of interpretation hinge on what 

he would call insignificant textual differences. This in turn 

questions their premiss that the Torah text came directly from 

G-d. If it did, How could variants exist if they were not 

there to express special differences in meaning?] 

Thus I wil l give you some textual examples: G-d said to Cain, 

"You shall be more cursed than the ground. If you· till the 

soil, it shall no longer yield its strength to you. You shall 

b~come a ceaseless wanderer on earth." (Genesis 4:11-12) And 

Cain replied, "Since you banished me this day from the 

soil ... " (Ibid. , v. 14) [ ~oth quotes amount to the same thing: 

Cain can no longer live off the land.] Who would be so lacking 

in understanding that they would think the meaning is not the 

same because the words are not the same? 

(Here is another example :) Eliezer said ( to Raebel) "Please 

let me sip ... ". (Genesis 24:17) And in 24:45 Elieser said , 

"Pleue give me a drink . " (Another example: ) Moses .said (to 
\ 

Pharaoh that G-d would slay all the Egyptian first - born "to 

the first-born of the captive who was in the dungeon .. . " 

(Exodus 12: 29) [Actually according to masoretic text, Moaea is 

not saying this. The text is rep9rting what G-d did. However, 

this does not affect Ibn Bzra's argument.] It is written , "to 
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the first-born of the s1ave girl who is behind the mill

stones." ( Exodus 11:5) [These mean the same in that both refer 

to persons of the lowest status.] 

Moses mentioned the prayer in Deuteronomy, which he prayed tor 

the Jewish people on account of the calf. It is not like the 

prayer mentioned in the portion N. VJJ) ,], a prayer which no 

one has the capacity to understand . 

In general, everything has variant (descriptions) such as 

Pharaoh's dream. Nebuchadnezzar and many others will come upon 

different words whose meaninq is equivalent. [Ibn Ezra is 

playing on the similarity of meaninq and lanquaqe in Genesis 

41:7-8 and Daniel 2:1. Both texts contain the expression, "his 

spirit was troubled". Both texts are about having a dream; In 

Genesis it is the Pharaoh, and in Daniel it is Nebuchadnez

zar.] 

Hhen I tell you that sometimes I will take the short war (of 

writing words) and sometimes the long way-- as for example 

when one adds a nonradicil letter or leaves it out- the 

meaning of the word remains the same . 

) 

[I translate Jll VJJ'J . J11X •• "nonradical letter" baaed on 

his comparison of this expression with root letters in his 

qranaatical work, Stftr Taachot , pp. 172-73., ed. Rodriquez. 
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Ibn Ezra had been talking about synonymous sentences and 

groups of words. Now he is talking about smaller units, 

equivalent variations of the words themselves. He will now 

give some examples.) 

Compare where G-d says ,•lb'Al~l j) ~ :JJ) ( "blue , purple" 

( Exodus 25:4) and where Moses says,''JD'AlX n?Jn'.' "blue • 
.. 

purple (28:6). 

[In the JPS, the English translation does not differ because 

of the vav , reenforcing Ibn Ezra's point that the meaning is 

unaffected by this variation. This also questions the as-

sumption that G-d directly inspired the Torah because if G- d 

had, why would variant but synonymous statements, words and 

letters exist? How could Moses be an inaccurate scribe?) 

'~ , ,, 
Another example: G-d says u;)VJ Jl X "lapis lazuli" (Ezodus 

''v;,v ' J1>d' 
25: 7) and Moses says, "v 'avnei sho-hem" "1 apis 1 azul i" ( 35: 9). 

And there are many other ezamples like these. Both ways (of 

writing) qe correct, since what is written without the vav is 

the abort way but does no barm. So too what is written with 

the vav , since it is added just for clarity. When one hears 

the vav pronounced in speech, no one asks what it means, or 

why the vav is missing (it not pronounced), or why it came to 

be written or why it is added, because all of these. variations 

are right. I t ia apparent that one who pronounces (the vav ) 
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does not ask about its meaning when written. If so , why is the 

meaning sought in a mute consonant which is not pronounced , 

like the ayin in the word ' 'D ~DI~? [One can claim the 

meaning of nach ha n'alam means "mute consonant" for the 

following reasons. In the Sefer Tsachot, he gives the hey of 

·~ \U?(
1

as an' example of nach ha n' a lam. He also contrasts this 

term with nach nir'eh, which he says is schwa. Alkaly (The 

Complete Hebrew Dictionary confirms this . He defines nach 

ni r ' eh as a sound pronounced as a schwa. The term nach ha 

n ' a lam is not listed , but he has th~ apparently synonymous 

nach nistar, defined as the vowel letters in non-vocalic 

Hebrew which are not pronounced but are used as a guide to 

reading.] 

If so, why is (a word} written with a full vav or without one? 

[ Apparently he is including the third possibility , a raised 

dot, in what he calls a full vav. His point is that it makes 

no difference whether a word is written with a vav or without 

one.] Our contemporaries will look for (differences in) 

meaning (in a word) with the full vav and (in a word} without 

one. And were they seeking for meaning in one form as opposed 

to the other? Were it the custom that they wrote all of the 

words (in question) one wa7 {and not the other}, I would have 

remained silent. 
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[I think Ibn Ezra is making fun of scholars who posit dif-

ferenoes in meaning between the presence or absence of a 

nonradical vav but who write al l the words in one way, either 

with or without the vav . If they write all the relevant words 

one way or the other , this denies that having the vav or not 

affects the meaning. If it did, these same scholars would use 

both forms systematically. But over and above his poking holes 

in the logic of the sages , his discussion of variants in the 

Torah text implies that he is looking at Torah as he would any 

other written material. He looks at text in a scientific way , 

treating it as an object of logical and linguistic analysis. 

This foreshadows the kind of Biblical criticism that is 

practiced today without apology and which is now taken for 

granted.) 

I will now give you an example. One 

friend as follows! 'D }Jjjl /1~ l~ 
said to me , Write to mY 

"Jl~.9 "J)'( ("I so-and

''" J7~~:( and''lJ.:;)H( so am your eternal friend.") I wrote 

without the vav, always without . Reuben came and asked me, 

"Why did you write this wi thout vavs'?" I felt no need to write 

anything but what he said to me . I . had no special desire that 

they be present or missino. Maybe Levy will come and get me 

to understand why I write as I do. I do not wish to write it 

long, as long as I sar enough for the stnart our to understand. 

(The implication for the Ten Coana.ndments is t .hat Moses could 
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have written the words either with the vavs or without them ; 

the meanin9 would be unaffected . ] 

Now I will explain t o you the aforementioned questions . Know 

t hat the Ten Corranandments , which are writ t en i n this portion , 

were al 1 spoken by G- d , because it is writ ten , "G-d spoke all 

these words , sayi'9" (20: 1) 

[This is serious argumentation. In t he beginning of his 
- ,.,,, 

commentary on this part of the parasba , he presented arguments 

in favor of those who said G-d spoke onl y the first two 

Commandments . The arguments were grarrmatical. Mow be is 

arguing from another perspeC'tive , from meaning and not 

grammar . Be may be doing that to weaken the whole enterprise 

of taking differences so seriously as if to say , 
0

"You can 

argue it both ways . It's just a game . " Another thing to note 

is that by not placing these opposing arguments next to each 

other, he is making his point more indirectly, and thua in a 

more hidden manner . ] 

They begin with "I" ( v. 2) and end with "anything that is your 

neighbor'•"· (v . 14) Also , Mose• said, when he mentioned the 

Ten Connandments a second time, "The Lord spoke these words- -

those and. no acre-- to rour whole congr99ation . " (Oeut. 5:19 ) 

This verse is not among them. [In Deuteronom1 , that verse 19 -"( 1 

smoothly leads into th• next versea . In other words~ the text 
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about the Ten Conmandments , and the succeedinq text are more 

closely connected. In Exodus , however , there is a more 

discrete break between the text of the Ten Conmandments and 

what follows. And so maybe the point here is that the Exodus 

version of the Ten Conmandments is more like a direct quote , 

and thus upholds the arqument that they are 1iteral1 y the 

words of G-d. ] 

Furthermore, sin.s;e al 1 were writ ten with G-d • s finqer, the.n G

d did say all of them. The tablets which were brouqht down. 

upon which are written the third, fourth and fifth Com

mandments, are not written in the manner of one speaking. 

[I.e . , they exhibit a written style, not an or'al one. Footnote 

31 says they do not look like oral quotes because they are not 

in the first person.] One must reply upon receiving this, that 

G-d is your Lord. Therefore Be said , "You shall not swear 

falsely by the name of the Lord your 0-d." (20:7) Also this 

is supported by verse 11: "For in six days the Lord made .. " 

Furthermore, it is the pattern of the Hebrew speaker to speak 

this way. [Ibo Ezra wants to explain that since G-d vu 

speaking , there is a good reaaon that some~of the COllllD&ndments 

are in the third person. G-d is s~eaking in a royal manner. 

Cf. the o.s. President when he refers to himself as "the 

President". Verses 7 and ll are mentioned as examples of this 

royal third person. But Co11111&.ndments 3-5 are singled out in 

reference to the tablet... "One of the techniques of hiding 
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one's view is to provide !!.!.lk. arguments! If both ~ecalogues 

were said by G-d. then G-d either says different things a t 

different times-- G-d forbid !- or Hos-es, a fallib l e human 

being, said and wrote different things." (Kravitz , personal 

communication.} Both of these possibilities were considered to 

be radical, if not heret ical, by the sages.] 

It is written, "the fat of Hy festal offering shall not be 

left lying" ( Ex 23:18} ~r that it is written, "You shal l 

bring to -the house of the Lord your G-d." (23:19} There are 

many examples like t hese. [ He is continuing to give examples 

where G-d speaks in the thi rd person. Here , G-d first speaks 

in the first person then s witches to the third. ftevertheless, 

G-d is still speaking.] 

The sages and I part company when they suggest that the Com

mandment"~" (v.2} is not one of the Ten Commandments. Some go 

on to say that "You shall have no" ( v . 3) is the first 

Co11111&ndment, and "You ahal l not m&ke for yourself a sculptured 

image" (v.4} the second. But that is incorrect. Is it of 

import whether the first Commandment is this verse or that , 

whether it is hidden or revealed, whether an intellectual 

belief or an act? 
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In the Commandment "Remember" (v.8) "you, your son or daugh

ter" (v.10), its meaning is hidden or revealed. All of it is 

still one command (even though it spans more than one verse). 

Others have said that "You sha 11 not covet your neighbor• s 

house" ( v .14) is the ninth Commandment, and "You shall not 

covet your neighbor's wife" ( Ibid.) is the tenth. 

[Ibn Ezra is now going to argue that "covet" is said twice to 

illustrate two meanings of that word , not two commandments. 

Both meanings have to do with wanting something. The first 

involves overt action to get it, such as by stealing . The 

other concerns thought alone. Apparently Ibn Ezra is saying 

that Moses needed to say "do not covet" twice to refer to 

these two meanings. By discussing the distinction between 

merely thinking as opposed to acting on one's thoughts , Ibn 

Ezra is anticipating his comments below on his tripartite 

division of commands into comnands of the heart, connands of 

speaking , and conmands of doing.] 

You see that G-d sometimes safs "You shall not covet," because 

covetin9' concerns two thing a. One comes from deeds 1 ike 

robberr and the like. (This is illustrated in the verse,) "Bo 

one will covet your land". (E:i 34:24) If this meant "co

veting" in the sense of merely desiring it, the land of Israel 

would be considered a bad thing. (So it cannot .. an that. It 
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must mean wanting to take possession of it.) The second 

meaning of "You shal 1 not covet" is t hat of desiring some

thing. Thus it was necessary for Moses to explain (it more 

explicitly as) "You shall not crave" (Deut. v.18) (in the 

second portion. ) [Note that he says "for Moses to explain" , 

which assumes that Moses authored the text. Again, this is 

r adical, since t he sages assumed that Moses was o-d's scribe , 

dutifully writing down each of O-d ' s words.) 

But this t oo is nonsense, because why would one mention the 

robbery of the house alone and not the other things in it ? 

[Be is now saying t hat the two senses of "covet" are not that 

clear and distinct after al l.] 

I ·will now present proof to you from the words of Hoses that 

they (who disagree) did not speak correctly. 0-d said, "You 

shall not covet your neighbor's house." Be also said , "You 

shall not covet your neighbor's wife ." (Deut. 5:18 ) According 

to their view , the seco~d (appearance of the phrase ) "You 

shall not covet" , which is writt.en in this portion (Exodus ) is 

taken i ll the sense of desiring another ' s wife, while the first . 

(appearance of the phrase) is about robbing the house. !tow 

Moses reverses these senses for he apealta with the words "You 

shall not crave your neighbor's house . " [ Be is taking t he 

Hebrew word for "crave" to mean coveting only in the sense of 

desiring but not acting upon it.] Then he speaks with the 
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words, "You shall not covet" to one who robs "your neighbor's 

wife." ["Rob" in the sense of having intercourse with her or 

literally kidnapping her.) Their reasoning is destroyed. The 

truth is, that the commandment "I" is the firs} as I had aptly 

explained it. 

I wi 11 now speak abQut "remember" and "observe". Know that • 
what retains the meaning are not the words themselves. 

[As discussed above, Ibn Ezra knows that one ca.n use different 

words to mean more or less the same thing. He gives examples 

below, which will lead to a non-litera l explanation of the 

problem of "remember" and "observe" .) 

Our father Isaac s aid (to Esau)to make ( a dish to his liking ) 

"so that I may give you my innermost blessing before I die 

(JI lllX TJl[j 1 ). " (Gen. 27: 4) Rebecca said to Jacob , that she 

beard that ( Isaac) said, (so tha t) " I may bless :rou , with the 

Lord's approval, before I die ( ,j) )Y.) 'J.9~)." (Ibid., v.7) 

( n HJX Ul11J. ) is like ... J)ll'J , J!J t . If this is so , then wh:r 

is "with the Lord's approval" added (in v . 7)? The answer is, 

she knew that Isaac was G-d 's prophet . The bl essing was done 

in a prophetic manner . That is why she said, "with the Lord's 

approval" to Jacob . That is bow ahe e.zplained the meaning of 

the blessing. [Apparentl:r this phrase is a veiled reference 
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to the fact that G-d is going to approve of the blessing going 

to Jacob instead.] 

Thus Moses acted. ( Like Rebecca, in the retel l ing which he did 

in Deuteronomy, words get added or subtracted.] For the Ten 

Commandments which are wri tte.n in this portion are G-d' s words 

without additions or diminutions. Nothing but those ten were 

in~cribed upon the tablets of the Covenant. It is not as the 

Gaon said, that "remember" was on one tablet and ".observe" on 

the other, with the Ten Conrnandments written according to the 

portion Va' etchanan (on the second tablet) being Moses' words. 

The complete proof that it was written twice (is from the 

_quote) "as the Lord your G-d has colDl\anded you". 

Know, the faculty of memory is at the back of the brain and 

that place is the region which preserves forms. [Fascinating. 

Ibn Ezra must be the first neurolinguist.) So memory includes 

preserving. Here all kinds of observing were being remembered. 

(Thus, he must be generalizing from the statement that the 

brain retains forms, to the st~tement that the brain retains 

ideas, such as ways of observing Shabbat.) The' sense of 

"remember" is that of all the days of the week, the Sabbath 

should be •et apart and remembered. All of this i s to make 

sure we observe the seventh day so that we will do no work on 

it. This is how the meaning of "remenibering" ends up i111Plrlng 
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"observing". When G-d said "Remember", we understand that al l 

the hearers took it in the sense of "Observe" , as if ( that 

word too} were said simultaneously (with "Remember" ) . 

[So here is the answer which agrees with the s ages yet gets 

out of the reductio traps caused by taking them literally. G-d 

only said "Remember" , but the people heard the implication of 

"Observe" embedded in it as well as the actual word "reme

mber". So, the way to remember Shabbat is to observe it. Now 

he ooes on to tackle the problem of why "remember" is not said 

in the second portion as wel l.] 

Moses did not need (to say ) "re.member" in the second (port ion) 

because (it says in the first portion) "For in six days the 

Lord made ... " ( v .11) And in the be9innin9 (of the command 

about Shabbat in the second portion) G-d said, "as the Lord 

your G-d has commanded you ." (v. 12 ) B:f means of those words 

G-d said, as it were, "I indicated to you that what I com

manded you in your Torah in Exodus 20 was the command "Reme

mber" (v.8) through "hallowed it" (v.11) 

[I. e, Moses refers back to what G-d "al ready said" in the 

first portion with the words, "as the Lord your G-d has 

commanded you." That phrase is as if Moses were in an imaqin

ary dialoque saying, "As I had told you before in Exodus 20, 

this is what you must do. I am not qoinq to repeat mrself. The 

p lace where I alreadr said it was from v.8 throuqh v. 11 ." 
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he verse about "For in six days" is referred to because it 

•tates what it is that must be r emembered, i.e , the reason for 

the Sabbath . This was stated i n the first portion and does not 

need to be repeated in the second. Ibn Ezra now qoes on t o 

points unrelated to the issue of "remember" versus "observe" .] 

Since G-d collll\anded that male ar.d female slaves were to rest 

on the Sabbath without explaininq why , Moses qave his reason 

when be said , G-d comnanded the slaves to rest so that you 

would be reminded of when you were slaves in Egypt and that 

"G-d delivered" (us to freedom) . ( Deut. 15:15) [As we saw many 

times before , Ibn Ezra is creditinq Moses and not G-d with an 

innovation. Moses, not G-d added the explanation about the 

slaves for observinq the Sabbath .] 

Know. that the eight things are all negat ive collll\&nds. The Com

mandment "Honor ... " is a positive conmand. The disce~ent 

which G-d implanted in the human heart obliqates us all to do 

good to one who did good to us. The child comes out into the 

world only because of his parents . They nursed and weaned him, 

raised and educated him, fed and clothed him. Be is obligated 

to honor th .. his whole life, because they were the cause of 

hi• being alive upon the face of the earth. 

( Ibn Bara is eaplaining bow the commandment to honor one ' • 

parent• is rational. Tb•f did beneficial things for us, and we 
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should return the favor. Thus the con111and has a self-evident 

rational motivation.] 

( for ful fi 11 i n9 t he conna.ndment t o honor one's 

his reward is t o lengthen his life. Since G-d 

breathed his soul into him through his parents , who prepared 

h i s body , the co11111and exis t s to honor one's parents , for he 

who does so honors G-d as wel l . That is how Hosea exp l ains it : 

"Honor your father and mother , as the Lord your G-d · baa 

colll'llanded you." ( Deut. 5:16 ) 

reward ia for a positive col1lll&Dd , but the punishment is 

for a negative comnand , as I wi 11 explain with the verse , "You 

must not partake of it, in order that it may go well with 

you ... " (Deut. 12:25) (This is in reference to the prohibition 

from eating blood. The reward in this case is good health , 

since Ibn Exra thought that eating blood waa bad for the 

health. Re states this in his c011aentary on Deut. 12:23. A 

problem, however, is that there is no Ibn Esra conmentary on 

Oeut 12: 24. Perhaps be never wrote it even though he had 

i ntended to, or it was lost through scribal error.] 

Thu.a Koaes said you are obligated to honor the progenitors 

"that you may long endure." (!x. 20:12) This ia a rational 

obligation. Moreover, G-d coananded tha~ you honor them ao 

that you will have an additional ~ivine reward , namely, "in 

order that it aay go well with you," ( Deut. 25:12 ) for those 



41 

who obey G-d . [ In other words, one gets two rewards for 

fulfilling this conmandment: One is the more immediate one of 

9et ting reciprocal good from one's parents . The other is 

getting divine reward- -maybe a bigger share of the world-to-

come?- for doing the command for its own sake , as a way to 

obey G-d.] 

Hoses' words are as I explained Rebecca's ( additional) words. 

(Genesis 27:41) That is , both cases are comparable. 

n)) \JJ , J lK , :J and TI 11 VJ , D N l are comparable I [As 

discussed above , p .15 ] as are j ~<JJ} N7. , NJn N '] and 

N.l\U versus 1;7VJ. (These phrases are ) children of the same 

father . Likewise , l 1rJDJI and 11 JNJlJ) have issued from the 

same belly . 

[ Thia is his graphic way of reiterating his point that the 

phrases mean the same thing . The differences between the 

verses in the two portions were discussed above.] 

G-d said, "You shall not covet your neighbor•• house" 

because anyone with connon sense who acquires (a neighbor's) 

house, will then covet the wife, and then the male and female 

slaves, leading at last to the oz and donkey which plow his 

field. 

• 

I 
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( Judqinq from the context of the following few sentences in 

Ibn Ezra's text , he is sayinq that G-d listed "house" before 

"wife" in Exodus because that is what one would expect the 

person to covet first. This then would 1 ead to 

coveting the entities within it , first the wife, then the 

other humans , and finally the animals. Thus the word order of 

is G-d's word order, reflects the order in which 

one may covet entities. As we will see, Hoses ' word order in 

Deuteronomy, which lists "wife" before "house", differs 

he was thinking of the most likely sequence of 

that a bachelor would covet.) 

If so, (the words) are arranged in one order in this portion, 

while Hoses rearra.nged them in a.not her order (in Deuteronomy) . 

This is because (Hoses was referring to) bachelors, who would 

covet the woman first and only later the house . This contrasts 

with the case where the words "howse" and "field" precede "oz 

and the donkey" which plows. Then come the words "male and 

female slaves" . 

[This word order reflects neither parasha! In both, "slaves" 

pi;ecedes "oK and ass". Also "field" does not appear in Baodws. 

Pos~ibly he is quoting from memory since the ezact order and 

ezact words do not affect his point . 

On a more superficial level, his argument may be that in 

general, one may tend to covet a house and field mC>re than the 
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animals , and then the animals more than the slaves. At a 

deeper level, saying that Moses " rearranged" the words in 

"another order" assigns an active role to Moses. He did not 

merely copy out what G-d said; he made some innovations. If 

so , then that is to say that not all of Torah is an exact 

replica of G-d's words, which was a radical assertion in his 

time. 

Now, movinq to a new problem, he qoes on to explain a phrase 

which appears in Exodu.s but not in Deuteronomy.] 

Included in the first portion (are the words) "or anything 

that is your neiqhbor's" because it is G-d who included it. 

Since Moses• words and G-d • s words are co-mingled (in the 

second portion), that is why not all the words written in the 

first portion appear in the second. [Ibn Ezra may be referring 

to co-mingling only in the second portion, thereby not saying 

that Exodus as w~ll as Deuteronomy does not ref lect the 

specific words of G-d.] 

The firat Cnppepciment is "I" . Jtnow that there are two kinds 

of cCllllll&Dds. One kind, the majority, consists of the conmands 

which G-d has implanted within the heart of al 1 rational 

people. 
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[ I.e. they stand to reason. Footnote 52 refers to these as 

the mitzvot understood through knowledge. The image of 

planting suggests that Ibn Ezra believes that G-d gave us the 

capacity to be rational; that G-d chose to make that a part of 

human nature.] 

The only one of the Ten Commandments which does not fall into 

this category is the one about the Sabbath. T~us all intellec

tuals, of whatever language or nation, acknowledge from their 

own judgment (the commandme.nts) are implanted within us. These 

will not be added to or subtracted from. Those are the ones 

Abraham observed along with other additional conmands. [Such 

as circumcision.] G-d gave the Torah only to rational 

people; whoever is not a reasonable person cannot receive the 

Torah. [That is, one must have enough rational capacity to 

understand the Torah, which is itself rational.] 

The second cateqory of co11111ands consists of the obscure ones. 

The reason for why they are commanded is unk.nown. G-d forbid 

that the~e be even one cOl'll'lland that would contradict reason! 

We (Jew•) alone are obligated to observe all that G-d com

mands , whether their secret (purpose) is revealed or not. If 

we find one coanand that seems to contradict reason , it is not 

correct for us to believe that it is to be understood in its 

literal meaninq. [ When a coamand does not ••em rational if 
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ken literally, then a non-literal but rational interpre

tion must be sought. ] 

ly in the wri tings of the s aqes--may their memor y be for a 

reason for such commands souqht af t er. 

example ( we take one comrnand ) and if we do 

find (an explanat ion) written ( in the Torah), we search 

search all we can. Maybe we can manaqe to make one up. 

a motivation for it.] If we cannot, we leave it, 

nd we acknowledqe that we do not know what ( the motivation ) 

in "Circumcise t he foreskin of your hearts , " ( Deut . 

(Then we ask ,) Did 0-d command that we should cruelly 

But we clearly know that all commands whi ch are not 

made obligatory because of our rational jud9111ent all have a 

secret behind them even if the reason is concea led from us. 

(Again , if the literal meaning does not seem rational , then a 

metaphorical or philosophical meaning must be found which is 

rational. Thus all colllll&Ilds are ultimately rational.] 

The evidence for this is that the reason why they were 

conaanded ia written for some of them . As for e1u1.mple with the 

Sabbath, which is to remember the creation in the begi nning. 

(Por the command about ) the festival of unleavened bread, the 

reason for it is , "so that you may remember" the hasty 

departure fromEgfpt. (Deut. 16:3 ) (Other e1:a.mples: ) "Befriend 

the stranger , for you were stranqers in the land of Egypt." 
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(Deut. 10:19 } (There is the pattern: cotmland plus explanation. 

Here are several more examples.] "You sbal l not sow your 

vineyard with a second kind of seed, else the crop ... may not 

be'USed." (Deut . 22:9) "He shall not keep many horses or send 

people back to Eqypt to add to bis horses, since the Lord bas 

you, 'You must not go back that way again.'" (De~t. 

17:16) "And be shall not have many wives ." The text mentions 

why: "lest his heart qo astray ." (17:17} 

(Cl early, throuqh the irony of saying the motive of some 

co11111ands are concealed, and then by giving many examples to 

the contrary, Ibn Ezra believes no such tbinq.] 

It is not the case that a coirmand is (just issued) for its own 

sake (and notbinq more), as written in the law book of Simeon 

ben ltirah [an early code]. Let one qo "and read it." (17:17) 

(I.e., read about the laws and get to understand them.] "Thus 

be will not act hauqbtily toward bis fellows." (v.20) "Gather 

the people ... that they m&y learn to revere the Lord your G

d." (31 :12 ) There are countless co11111&nds like these. If this 

is true, then any intellectual whose eyes G-d has opened is 

a.ble to know (the meaninq of a co11111&nd} from words of Torah. 

All commands can fall into three cateqoriea. The first 

consists of colllll&Dda of the heart, the second, connands of 

speakin9 and the third, comnands of doing. (Prom the ex&1111>l es 
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the meaninqs of these will become clear.) There are two 

of commands of the heart: positive and negative. 

Examp l es of positive precepts are: "Love the Lord your G-d." 

~Deut. 11:1 } And attached to it ( is the consequence,} if you 

to "reverence this honored and awesome Name ... the Lord 

inflict ... (Deut. 28:58-59} 

( Another example: } "Love your neighbor as yourself." (Lev. 

19:18} Here is an example of a negative precept: You shall not 

hate your kinsman in your heart . You shall not take venqeance 

or bear a grudge." (Lev. 19: 1 7-18} [Thus a colll1\and of the 

heart has to with internal feelings and attitudes.) 

~here are also two kinds of speaking co11111&nds: positive and 

negative. Examples of the former include, recitation of the 

Shema, the grace after meals, the Priestly Benediction , the 

confession of tithinq, and many like those. 

[As footnote 59 shows us, this last refers to, e.g., "You 

shall declare ... ' I have cleared out the conaec~ated portion 

from the house; and I have qiven it to ... " (Deut. 26:13} The 

relevant verses continue throuqh v. 16) 

Examp l es of negative (speaking} co11111ands: "You shall not bear 

false witness." (Deut. 5:17}, "You shall not revile 0-d." (Ix. 

22:27} "You shall not insult the deaf." ( Lev . 19:1-4} As for 
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the collll\ands of doinq , both positive and neqative, examples of 

these abound and there is no need to qo over them. 

Commands of the heart a re the most il'l\portant of a l 1 the 

cateqories. Many saqes have thouqht that the only aspect of 

idolatry (which "counted" as wronq ) was the words of the 

idolater. [That is, the saqes said there was no culpability in 

having thoughts about idolatry as supposed to aayinq them out 

loud.] But surely this is the most heinous of al 1 evi 1 

thoughts. This one by itself is as bad as all the rest put 

toqetber . [That is, idol worship is incorrect and is very bad 

in that it is incorrect about the most il'l\portant tbinq of all, 

what G-d is. To put it more strongly, thouqht was not only 

idolatrous, but the~ of all idolatry since bad tbouqbt is 

in error, and prevents one from connectin9 to G-d' s Active 

Intellect.] 

[He now proceeds to qive proof tezta of bow important tbouqbts 

of the heart are to G-d. The first e:it&JllPle proves bow much G-d 

bates bad thoughts; the others prove bow much G-d values qood 

thoughts. It is of note the number of supporting verses be 

cites. It is no wonder that thoughts, as opposed to actions, 

are highly valued to a rationalist like Ibn Ezra because the 

thoughts must be correct in order to make things "go well with 

you" in this world and the next.] 
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One can indeed see it is written, "six thinqs the Lord 

hates .. . a mind that hatches evil p lots. " ( Proverbs 6:16) And 

it is written , "As for your wantinq to build a House for My 

name, you do we ll to want that ." (Second Chronicles 6:8) "Do 

qood, 0 Lord , to the good, to the upriqht in heart." (Psa lm 

125: 4) "and may you be wholehearted wi th the Lord our G-d to 

walk in his ways ." ( First Kinqs 8:61 ) "I the Lord probe the 

heart, s earch the mind--to repay every man." (Jeremiah 17:10) 

" ... the Lord sees into the heart." (Fi rst Samuel 16:7) 

The First CoT11T1andment is the principle of all the nine com

mandments that are written after it, and it is the closest to 

a cormna.nd of the heart. The meaninq of this conll\&Ddment is 

that one s hould believe without a doubt that for this is the 

honored Mame that is written but not pronounced out l oud. Be 

alone is G- d . [This of course refers to the Tetraqrl.llll\aton. 

Osinq the Firs t Conmandment as a sprinqboard , he wi ll now 

l aunch into some theoloqical and philosophical ideas.] 

Rabbi Yehudi the Leyi of blessed memory, . aaked me , Why does it 

s ay, "I the Lord am your O-d, who brouqht you out of the land 

of Ev:nit" ( 20:2 ) rather than say , for I made the heavens and 

the earth, and I created you. " 

[Por Levi , the l atter seems far more important and fundamental 

than the former because be was focused on the importance of 
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Jewish as opposed to general human history. Here we are at the 

beginning of this al l -important part of the Torah, the Ten 

Commandments , and so the most important things should be 

said.] 

This was my response to him: Know the levels of human beings 

are not equal in the way they believe in G-d. The rank and 

file believe what the ears hear, what the Master tells them. 

And above them are those who say they saw it written among the 

words of the Torah whi ch G-d gave to Moses. If heretics were 

to come and "undermine ( their belief and ) say, "There is no G

d", it would hurt them, they would be struck dumb because they 

would not know how to answer back. 

( Most people "ha rabim" do not possess intellectual belief. 

At best , a few people rely on what the Torah says . Even fewer 

go beyond that level and operate wi th intellectual belief, 

that is, operate as philosophers. Get tinq back to Lev1' s 

conment, ma1be Ibn Ezra is sa7inq that if chal l enqed , it would 

be far easier for the averaqe Jew to defend the belief that o

d delivered them from Bq7pt rather than that _Be created them 

and the universe. What may be operatinq at a deeper level here 

is Ibn Esra's own discomfort with the notion of G-d creatinq 

things at some point in time . Aa we wil 1 see bel qw, be hints 

at the idea of an ongoing creation happening every da7 .] 
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'hose wh~ are roused to study the sciences are like those who 

·emove themselves from desire. They will recognize the 

•reation of G-d in mineral, vegetable and animal, in the human 

1ody itself. They will see ( evidence of) the work of G-d in 

~ach and every 1 imb according to its history and knov why each 

ias a given p-coportion. Then their hearts v1ll mo~e them to 

study the spheres which is a work of G-d; it is the inter 

mediate world which G-d founded. 

:Acc:c~ ~o Ei:.s:..k ' s =~-ri. -.:at.:..c:l c! :hr:. 1ta......_..•s phi. 

there are t.h.ree vo= cis ~ h:.s syst.ea. O::ie is the bicg't. 

world, which is eternal. It contains the Intel li9ences {i. e . • 

angels ) and the world soul. (The human soul is a part of this 

world soul. ) '!'he a.n9els move the entities lli.t.hi.n the inter

mediate world , which is also eternal . Th.Ls sec<md world 

contains nine spheres , planets and fixed stars . Fin.ally. ve 

have _9.Ur own world, the lower world. temeoral and ~or.eel by 

the angels. It consists of the four elements. ¥bi.ch ~ine to 

p-coduce minerals , plants, ani .. ls and b•-an•. The oirerall 

picture is of descending emanation.a from G-d. {pp. 190-91) 

Ba.ron , by the way, notes that. •t.he Intel li91111c .. • i s a tera 

from philosophy and that Jewish philosophers equated these 

with angels "to harmonize this doctrine vi th the teachings of 

Judaism." (p.93)] 
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They know the time when the sun or moon are darkened [ e

clipsed], and to what extent the sun wi ll become darkened; 

They also know why the moon becomes dark and who causes it. 

Al 1 this they know from complete proofs in which no doubt 

resides. [ This refers to astronomy.] 

Intel 1 igent people know G-d from the ways of G-d. (Footnote 65 

reads this as, One arrives at knowledge about G-d via con

templation of G-d's creation; that ia, one who studies 

philosophy.] Thus said Moaes, "Pray let me know Your ways, 

that I may k.now You ... " (Ex. 33: 13) That ia the reason the 

honored Name is stated in the Pirst C011111andment, "I the Lord 

am your G-d'. [The issue is not belief in creation, but belief 

in G-d; how to gain access to Him.] This is a question which 

only the superior sages will be able to understand, as I 

already explained in the portion, n1D'V i\ 1x1 (the first 

portion in Exodus). For this is the one 0-d who e:dsts without 

changing, and there is none~xcept G-d who resides eternally , 

no one 1 ike Him "having no successor." ( Psalm 55: 20) [Um 

Es ra may be hinting here about his position on creation. If 0-

d is UAChanging and eternal, then no creation at a point in 

time could have taken place, because that would have involved 

a change on G-d's part.] 

G-d established the higheat world with His power. And the 

intermediate world came about through the power of G-d and of 
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His holy angels ( who both exist ) in the highest world. This 

(earth ) is the lower world which was founded through G-d's 

indirect l Y through the power of the two other 

[ Baron points out that medieval philosophers in general 

posited an intermediate world to solve a problem: If G-d is 

perfect , how could G-d create an imperfect world? Ans: 

"intermediary powers which, though sharing some of G-d' s 

qualities, are nevertheless sufficiently removed from Him to 

mark the transition to our world of perdition." (p.91) Thia· 

idea comes from the Neo-Platonists. So in the paragraph above , 

G-d's will "percolates" down through the intermediate world , 

which in turn releases that will to the lower world.] 

Behold the co11111&.Ddment "I the Lord" will suffice for the 

intellectuals of whatever nations. "I the Lord" malting heave.n 

and earth nearly five thousand years ago is only acknowledged 

by Israel. The sages ~f the nations do not denf that 0-d alone 

made heaven and earth, except that th•J aaf that a-d makes 

continuallJ without beginning or end. 

[Poaaibl1 the point here ia that the general import of the 

first c0111DaDdaent ia accepted bJ pbiloaophera, but that the 

specifics of how long a90 a -d fashioned the world is an iaaue 

for Jews in particular. (Kravitz, personal coJllllWlication) 
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ca-si:•ss CJ!Wtigmp to be caasi.stent v i th scho l ars' 

cl~ t:Jat bis piri l~ is lleo-Pbtaaic. (E.g, see Levy, p. 

LO . mid. lbl:sil:. P-~- > 9eo-Plnc.u..sts ri-ed the creation of 

it di.d. DOt sh.rt up at some point in 

l cd:s like Iha Esra agrees with the 

BelMllci. G-d. _. si.9lls -a. pw:twts ill Egypt , then Moses 

brcRllllld ~am: to• (~ ~1e) af G-11. And so lloses said, 

""Bas a.7 ( at::mr) 91111 Natm:.td to 90 aDd take for hiJDSelf one 

natiaa tr-~ mi.dst. d W&tber b7 prod.i9ious acts. . . as the 

Lard. :roar G-11 did far ria ill Jrgnt before :rour very eyes?" 

( Deal.. 4:34) 'Ila~ &-d did to Israel what Re did not do 

to aa,7 atmlr: ..ti- is tat G-11 ~ted the intermediate 

t11Drlci. wil:i.ck 1-i. il:s oa 1 es4 w'iwg l~ world according to 
·' 

.tat - ia u.., a itica af t:be st.Ls for all 11eople, for 

goad ar hr ... ( fate). 

(Si.rat ... l aj- tmt: Da ~·s P.cbare of the universe ia 

t:llat ._ ... __ ml:P:m• 9lf ~ staEs i.a ta ilrt'•.._,,iate world affect 

...ta - ..nil.. -... ·---mt::s• are aatural lava, whose 

dt:imd:a ...a:a i.a G-4.. (p_J.n) ftie idea of the lover vorld as 

iD this world has a 

cel..u.a.l ~ mil tmt t.o ~ uU"al configuration 
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point re9ardin9 the above and the paragraph below: Ibn Ezra 

believed that entire nations , as well as individuals, were 

affected for good or for ill by the stars. So Israel bad a 

certain fate because of the influence of the stars in the 

intermediate world.] 

Thus it is appreciated by us that G-d assigns to hwnans their 

lot. One sees that the array of stars for Is~ael resulted in 

a certain.. fate to remain as servants. [That is, Israel holds 

a privileged position in that G-d overrides the power of the 

constellations when it comes to Israel's fate.] 

G-d, through His will, on account of the love of the patri-

archs, renews the signs [miracles] in the lower world , (an 

act) which was not (accomplished) through the rule of the 

intermediate world. 

[ According to Sirat, the model here is that what happe%1$ in 

the lower world , our earth, depend• on natural laws and upon 

movement• of the atars. When G-d overrules these phenoaena, 

which originate in the intermediate world, then at that time 

miracles can occur. (p. 109)] 

He took Israel from the control of the conatellations to be an 

(especially) aaaigned people. On account of this, our ancea

tora said: " Iarael baa no atar (of influence). (Bedarim 32:1; 
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Shabbat 156:1 ) (Possibly an hyperbole to stress that we do 

have .some measure of free wil 1 , as contrasted with the 

gentiles.] I wil l explain this further by way of examples 

from the portion Ki Tisa. 

(Having said Israel is not influenced by the stars as much as 

other nations. Ibn Ezra now goes on to demonstrate G-d • s 

power ,and hence influence , as opposed to exclusively astrolog

ical influences.] 

Because of the signs that G- d performed in Egypt, Moses said , 

"You have been shown that the Lord alone is G-d." (Deut. 4:35 ) 

All, the great and the small, ( can) understand this; (even ) 

aagea who are not wise. (As further eVidence) one can add the 

standing at Mount Sinai where the voice of G~d waa heard, and 

the refore after that, "from the heave.n.s Be let you hear Bis 

voice to discipline you." ( 4: 36) Lastly , the Torah .says , 

complete know 1 edge, which one thinks over until it becomes 

certain in one' a mind, is the knowledge that G-d alone is One, 

as it says, "ltnow therefore this day and keep in mind that the 

Lord alone ia G-d . " ( 4:39 ) 

David said , "And 7ou, mr son Solomon, know the O-d of four 

fatber, and serve Rim." (First Chron . 28:9) Thia ia knowled9e 

of the mind, not a pronounc...nt of the lips. Here one can 

l&elltion to the intel leatual "I , the Lord" , and add, "who 
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brought you", which both in tel liqent and unintelliqent alike 

will understand. (That is, on different levels. Everyone 

understands the reference to beinq led out of Eqypt by G-d's 

power , but the intellectuals will qet a deeper meaninq.) 

The Torah says, (I am) your G-d, who you are obliqated to 

because I brouqht you out of the house of bondaqe to be 
~ 

servants to Me , and be a nation for Me. I wi ll be your G-d. 

Moses makes a connent on this in the portion 1 Jn n N l: "When' 

in time to come, your son asks you, What mean the exhor-

tations ... w~ich ... G-d has enjoined upon you?" (Deut. 6:20) 

The meaning of the question is, Why are we obligated to 

perform G-d's commands more than any other people? Surely he 

created all (peoples). I can now list three answers. The firs t 

is, "We were slaves to Pharaoh" (6:21) and G-d did this (gave 

us co11111and.s) for our great benefit. 

,. 
Therefore we are obligated to observe all Be comnanded us, 

even when we do not know the meaning of Bis conn&nds. (The 

motive for doing so is that we wil 1 benefit.) The second 

answer is, for these are the commands that are not for o-d's 

benefit, "but rather for our good all the days of o~r lives . " 

(6:2•) [ In other words , what would be superfluous commands to 

other peoples end up being very worthwhile to Jews. But note 

a problem: what does not fit is that Ibn Esra sar• that a 

command is ultiaatelr rational, be it on a literal or non-
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literal level , yet be now says observe a command without 

understanding it because you will benefit from it. Either he 

is deliberately being obscure or he is being pulled in two 

directions by his piety .] The third answer: "It will be to our 

merit before the Lord ... to observe ... " (6:25) That is, that we 

wi ll become righteous enough to inherit a share of the world

to-come . 

Those engaged in philosophical investigation of bodie.s have 

found ten essentia 1 categories, above which there are none 

others . 

[ This is a reference to Aristotle's ten categories: substance, 

quantity, quality, relation , place , time , condition, position , 

action, and pass ivity. He now proceeds to list "substance" as 

basic to all the others.] 

The first (C~dment) is the substance of everything and it 

endures (forever). The nine (other ) comD&Ddments are all 

accidental but are all dependent on the first and are joined 

to and deri wed from it . Thia is because (the Comnand .. nt 

itself) is like basic principle. The first contains the aeans 

to reckon all ten , because all reckoning (of nUlllbera) ia 

derived from it. Tbe whole of their reckoning will be ipund 

within it, be.cause it is their foundation. [Be is .. king an

analogf with matb .. tatics. In a base ten sfstem, one is the 

basis of all tbe other nuabers. Add aero to one and 1ou get 
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ten; multip l Y any number by one and you qet that number. so 

First Commandment is to the others as the number one is to 

other numbers.] 

this is the first coll'll\andment that G-d said, and it 

includes all (the kinds of) co11111ands; of the heart, of 

speaking, and of doing. (This is so ) because one who does not 

believe in G-d in his mind will not (perceive oneself as) 

commanded. [So belief in G-d is basic to all else, because 

without that, there would be no authority beh.ind the collll\ands 

and the whole system would break down. In effect, as Kravitz 

notes (personal co11n1unication ), one has a G-d who acts as if 

there is a G-d.] 

It is incumbent upon one to remember (G- d) on all occasion.a , 

to honor Him; because all that we do we would not do if it 

were not on account of the intrinsic importance of so honor

ing. What is more, one only restrains oneself from violating 

negative colllll&llds because of the glorr of G-d alone. This i• 

like the person who gives charity to the poor. But if hia 

motive• of giving were to honor the charity collector or to 

win people'• pra.ise (and honoring G-d were not his concern), 

then for such an alm.sgiver the honor of man would be greater 

than the honor of o-d. What, then, would he be able to give in 

order to get a reward from G-d? 
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(In contrast) he who secretly comnl.ts a sin is crazy to think 

that (the sin) will not ·be made known to the king , or that he 

will not be seen by people who know about it and who hold him 

in low esteem. For it is written, "Shall He who forms the eyes 

not see?" (Psalm 94:9) For G-d sees in secret what humanity 

cannot even see out in the open, because G-d knows our 

thoughts and secrets. Behold he who fears the king , who may 

die tomorrow and not be abl e to punish us, and we , who do not 

fear the true King, who breathed life into us in this world 

and the next. [For all bis irony and sarcasm, Ibn Ezra does 

show a pious strain. He is in no way counting himself as 

outside the tradition. ) 

Gaon Rav Sa:adia, associated with Azharut [Thia is the name of 

a kind of poem, where the 613 cornnandments are given in order 

and in rhyme.] included all the c011111&nda in these Ten Words 

and diacove;-ed the connandmenta related to G-d in the first 

five Coanandmenta in the Decalogue. As I have already ex

plained, the First Co11111&ndment is the foundation of all the 

categories of c011111&Dda, and after it ia written that you aball 

have no other gods. Be aina if he doea not believe in alaigbty 

G-d; it is greater than the ain of idolatry. There are lll&lly 

who believe in o-d, yet make o~feringa and burn incense to 

idols, lite tboae who burned incense to tbe (diety the) Queen 

of Beaven. They tbougbt this would benefit them, as it says , 

"Kver since we stopped lll&kinq offerings to tbe Queen of 
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Heaven ... " we were lacking in everything. ( Jeremiah 44: 18) It 

says elsewhere, "Along with worshipping the Lord, they served 

their own gods." (2 Kings 17:33) We find another example: Na

aman [proper name) said, "When my master enters the (pagan) 

temple of Ri1T111on , he is leaning on my arm , so that I must bow 

low in the temple of Ri111non." (2 Kings 5:18) [This is about a .,_ 
servant who feels compromised about bowing to idols on account 

of bis master.) In this case they acknowledge G-d but along 

with another divinity. Thus in this conmandment G-d is 

referred to. [By mentioning "other gods", G-d is referred to 

in contrast as the one to worship.) 

It is also i111Plied in the Third Connandment, that one who 

swears falsely is a transgressor. (However) he minimises the 

idolatrous (aspects of his crime). He is ashamed before the 

Revealed G-d; maybe be did that [swore falsely) out of anger 

or necessity. In his heart he believed in G-d, and be did not 

go al on9 with another ( who did not) . 

[Thia ae ... contradictor7, but is not. Yes , it is a sin to 

swear falael7, but he is after all swearing by 2.:..!Ci. naae and 

not bJ the n&111e of some i dol . Ibn Ezra sa1• eztenuatin9 

circmutanees mi9bt have cau.ed such a person to err . Be is 

invokinv o-d for a sinful purpose, but at least he ia invokio9 

G-d, not an idol . ] 
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In the Fourth Connandment it is written , G-d rested on the 

seventh day, yet he who works on Shabbat denies the work of 

creation. This ia a transqression more minor than, Do not 

swear falsely by Bis name. 

[It sounds shockinq (even to modern liberal me) to talk of 

violatinq Shabbat as minor in any way. But since Ibn Ezra 

hints at not believinq in a creation which had a discrete 

beginning, then it would follow that one who observes Shabbat 

because they do indeed believe G-d created the world and then 

rested is in error . Accordinq to Ibn Ezra, they should believe 

that creation baa been eternal a.nd that G-d keeps it running , 

so to speak . Therefore, workinq on Shabbat is not such a huqe 

sin after all, at least in comparison with swearing falsely. 

The former is about belief in creation; the latter about 

belief in G-d. So swearing falsely ia a greater sin because it 

involves abusing belief in G-d by invokinq G-d 's name to lie. 

Above, when Ibn Esra appears to mitiqate the severity of even 

swearing falaelJ, be ia doing s~ just in C0111Pariaon to what 

would be even worae, nUDely , swearing in the name of an idol.] 

In the fifth c ndaent , 0-d ia implied. becauae 0-d joined 

with one'a parenta in OD•'• creation. If one doea not honor 

them, it ia lite not honoring G-d . 

I 
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The five c~dments whi ch remain all relate to humanki nd . 

The first (of these latter fi ve ) i s the most seri ous; it 

invol ves separating the soul from the body (by killing 

someone) . The other four after it do not concern the body. one 

--do not steal--concerns t heft of 1110ney , and the one after 

that, of speech , and the one after that, of des ire of t he 

heart. 

["You sbal 1 not steal" involves monetary theft; "You shal l not 

bear false witntss" is verbal theft, i . e. of justice from the 

falsely accused. Both "You shall not c~t adultery" and "You 

shall not coyet" involve potential or actual theft of the 

object of one's affection or sexual desires. (This brings to 

mind the cliche, "Be stole her heart".) Apparently , Ibn Ezra 

did not try to list the categories of theft in the same order 

as the last four COllmlaDdments , since the two pertaining to 

theft of the heart are not contiguous. It -:r be , however , 

that he lLsted monetary theft first because that is the most 

basic typicai a~e of the word "theft". The others are in 

some aenae .. tapborical • 

Op to Uda point, Ibn Esra has been speakiA9 in general about 

the Ten c ob ta. 8ow, he w~ll c~t on specific verses 

and specific worda and phrases within those Yeraea.) 
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2.1 Ibn Ezra's Verse by Verse Corrmentary 

Verse 3: "You shall have no other gods beside Me''. Sc ripture 

implies "G-d" as opposed to the thoughts of those who serve 

Him [who think erroneously that "elohim" means "gods" ]. Here 

are several exarnpl es ( of this human error) : "The prophet 

Hananiah removed the bar from the neck of the prophet Jere

miah, and broke it .'' ( Jeremiah 28: 10) (Hananiah had the 

mistaken notion that just as the bar broke , so would Nebuchad

nezzar ' s yoke be broken. Thus , Hananiah tried to alter G-d's 

pl ans to have Nebuchadnezzar continue his rule. ] "The men 

pursued them." ( Joshua 2: 7 ) [This refers to the story about a 

harlot in Jericho who hid Joshua's two spies and then pur

posely misled the kinq's men to "pursue them" in a direction 

where they would not be found. The king's men were trying to 

thwart G-d's will by capturing the spies and hindering 

Joshua's attempt to conquer Canaan. Thus as in the preceding 

example, we have a case of making • mistake. Por the men to 

pursue them is as erroneous as running after other gods.] 

(A final example of a mistaken notion:) "Samuel said to Saul , 

'Wh1 have rou disturbed me and brought JM up?'" [Saul tried to 

get help from Samuel'• ghost , who he had "brought up" from the 

dead . Be sought advice about the attacking Philistines even 

though o-d had alreadf decreed that the1 would win. Once 
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again, we have a story about a human being trying to tamper 

with theJate decreed by G-d. Not only that, belief in sorc~y 
is also a9ainst G-d' s ways; it assumes there are compe~ng 

I 

powers.] This is written according to what Saul thought / but 

this is not the place to explain it. 

(We will now isolate ) the meaning of .. , J 9 f .~(("beside Me"). 
•', J. 

[He quote verses with J 9 ( ~" in the same fashion that 

modern scholars -. do when using a concordance to see how a word 

is used in context in the Bible . The English equivalent of,.~~ 
, J ~"is underlined for the reader . ] "Haran died in the 

lifetime of his father Terah", who was with him and saw him . 

{Gen. 11:28) 

[In addition to pinning down the meaning of "beside Me", Ibn 

Ezra is alluding to a Midrash that G-d hastened ~erah' s death 

to ensure that people would not criticize Abraham for fulfil

ling G-d's coanand, "Go forth", leaving an aged father to do 

so . l . 

"So it was Bleazar and Ithamar who served as prie~ts in the 

lifetime of their father Aa.ron . " {Nos . 3:4) l Con~ently, 
"You shall have no other go~ beside Me" means, "I am your 

G-d--and I ete~ally esiat in everf place and I see what you 

do."] 
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Here is the meaning which follows "I am your G-d." ( That is , 

can be associated with that phrase. ] "I am always found 

everywhere . I see what you do. Do not associate with the 

people of other gods!" ( That is, "Don' t associate any other 

qod with Me!" (Kravitz, personal communication)) 

An in tel liqent saqe once said, "Do not anger your Lord, while 

He can see you." (Feur translates this warning thus: "O 

servant I Do not brazenly anqer your Master while he is 

watcbing--and G-d is always watcbin9!" (p. 29)) Thus, this 

(relates to) the co11111&nd, that is, "You shall have no other 

9ods." It is a conmand of the heart as well as of the mouth. 

But (I myself, in distinction to the sage, say) there are no 

negative cormna.nds of the heart in the Torah except this one , 

because if a person says before witnesses, that he was about 

to murder or conmit adultery, he should not be killed by bis 

word alone if he then did notbin9 . 

Kben it ia aaid, "Let ua 90 and worships other 90da; Scripture 

coumanda, "take his life." ( Deut. 13:10) (that is, even if he 

"baa n ot .. yet done it.) 

(Veraea 7-8 auppoae the guilty party out-and-out said, "Come 

let u.a worabip other 9oda." So we have a clear case in ••raea 

7-10 of aomeone cOlllllitting the act of (potentially) enticing 

others into idolatry and what the puniabaent ia.] 
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(Here i s another reference to) the deed ( and not the inten-

tion): "You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or 

any likeness" (Ex. 20:4) of wood or stone. And one must not 

make any kind of graphic representation of what is in the sky. 

It says this regarding what is up above the earth on all 

sides. But these are not images in the sky; these are just 48 

formB . 

[ "P'orms" is a literal translation of "tsurot"; ·here , it most 

likely means "constellations". Astrological systems were based 

on many variables, including constellations through which 

planets passed , and those through which the planets d id not 

pass. There are 12 constellations through which planets pass. 

(See under "Astrology", Encrclopedia of Religion , p. 474. ) 

Possibly, then, the number 48 refers to the sum of the two 

kinds of constellations , 12 plus 36.) 

Charlatans do things which are not real. [That is, which 

are not true . ] Their dealings are close to idolatry . 

[Ibn Bara seems to be giving with one hand and taking away 

with the other. Br making the distinction between "imageJJ" and 

"forms", Ibn Bara is eaclwling astrological graphics from the 

Biblical prohibition against inakin9 artistic representation• 

of i ... gea in the akr lest they lead to idolatry. But having 

said that, be rail• avainst dishonest quasi-idolatrous 
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astroloqers. This is not as cont radictory as it sounds; it 

seems he ia warninq ua aqainst charlatans. who ma.1 very well 

cross the blurred line between idolatr1 and leg:it~te graphic 

representations.] 

Verse 4 : "What is on the earth bel ov". That is. what is 

beneath the sk~, the many imaqes ezplained in the portion 

pn n N l. [Footnote 95 says this refers to Deut . 4: 16-19 ' 

which qives lists of thinqs on the earth s1lCh as "vinqed 

bird".] This prohibition holds for what is (both) upon and 

below the water. The tezt says, "in the -ters under the 

earth . " because the aea and the land are (both on} one ball. 

[That is, the water is under the sk1 as vel l as the land, 

because both sea and land are one sphere UDllMr it . Therefore, 

the prohibition applies to thinqs beneath tbe ... as well as 

thinqa upon the land since the sea is under tile s)Q- too.] 

Verae 5: "You ahall pot bow down to tbw. &s do utroloqera 

who think they can brinq down power f raa the hei9bt1 to the 

need of one peraon below . 

Ctou shall) not 11rve thM. ("ftot aenill9• w.s) you aa1 not 

offer sacrifice• or burn incense; it falls into tlle cat99or1 

of, you shall have no other qod . Also there is the n99ative 

commandment, 
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"Kake no mention of the names of other qods; they shall not 

be heard on your lips." (Ex. 23: 13 ) And aqain, in the Book of 

Joshua : "Do not utter the names of their qods or swear by 

them; do not serve them or bow down to them." 

(The meaninq of) an impassioned G-d [JPS translation, with 

note that others translate it as, "jealous G-d".) is it is 

loqical to ask , after G-d created and instilled l ife into you, 

How could you honor another (god) who will neither benefit nor 

watch over you?" The meaninq of Alef Lamed (a name for O-d in 

the phrase, "an impassioned G-d") is to indicate G-d ' s power. 

G-d can avenge you at anytime and you cannot escape from Him. 

[Ibn Ezra now moves on to the interpretation of the rest of 

the verse . He struggles with ' t he apparent meaning that 

children suffer for the sins of their parents.) J eremiah 

declared, "In those days, they shall no longer aay , ' Parents 

have eaten sour grapes and children's teeth are blunted . ' 

( 31; 29) [Adding the nezt verse makes his point very cl ear: 

"But (now) everyone shall die for his own sins: whosoever eats 

sour grapu, bis teeth shall be blunted."] There can be no 

doubt where Baekial explains t hat G-d swore that "a child 

shall not share the burden of a parent 's guilt . " (18:20 ) 

What does the phrase , "visiting the guilt of the fa t hers upon 

the children" mean? Tb• answer is that Bsekie l explains i f a 
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father is evil and the son does not take after him, the child 

will not bear his father's quilt, because bearing the punish

ment is connected to one' s enemies, as I have pointed out. 

[This ia baaed on a word play in t he Hebrew. ''NJ VJ t·~eans, 
··Those who ( persis t in) hate(in9) life'.' At the end of our verse 

five we get°'NJ\Uf"those who reject Ke". The literal meaning 

is, "those who hate Ke" , the verbal form of "enemy". so it is 

as if the verse read, G-d will visit the guilt of the fathers 

upon those who hate Me , i.e., My e.nemies. In other words, it 

is as if the verse skipped the words, "upon the children" 

through the words , "fourth generations".] 

The meaning ot"1l I .,17 :J ·•has the meaning o~·)} 1., ] j '~s in, "G-d 

took note of Sarah." (Gen . 21:1) which is like, "G-d remem

bered" her, for G-d has patience with a bad person who 

perhaps will repent fr om sin and begets a child who is better 

than she. But (as in our case, in verse 5) if the cbil d takes 

after the parent , and the children of the third and tourth 

generation do so too, G- d will not hold off Bia anqer . 

Conaequeotl7 this applies to the fourth ( as well as the 

third). 8uppose this rejection of "i) 

G-d had continued through all four generations , then the 

memor7 of all of th9111 would perish. For G-d would remember 

what the father had done, as well as the son and the son's 
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son; thus G-d would not have patience with (hold off pun

ishing ) even the fourth son. 

[Ibn Esra is basing his arguments here on the assumption that 

G-d "remembers" those who do qood, those who had a parent or 

grandparent who did good , those who repent, or those who have 

children who do good. The result of this r emembering is that 

G-d will ho ld back His anger. The above is answering the 

question , Why does the verse say, "third and upon the fourth 

generation" and not just one number or the other? The answer 

is , that if G-d will remember people , eve.n bad people , through 

the third genei-ation , then the father of the fourth generation 

child will be remembered , and then the chi ld will be linked in 

G-d's mind to that third generation parent. But if even that 

child is bad , the game is over and G-d will then have to 

punish him. 

["Grandchildren" here is referred to as "sons". That (the 

latter) is the short way of doing it , for the words "third and 

fourth" are understood thus. [That is, he is anawering the 

quuti-. Why is "children" and not "grandchildren" written? 

The answer: having the words , "third and fourth" make the 

contezt ao clear that having "chi ldren" and not "grandchil

dren" po••• no risk of taking "children" literally. The reader 

is sure to take it u .. anin9 "grandchildren".) 
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Verse 6: It is written. "showinq kindness to the thousands." 

But in Deuteronomy 7:9 it is written, "until the thousandth 

qeneration. " People may think this poses a question (i.e., Why 

are the numbers different? ] but it really does not, because it 

is written (in verse 9). If you will keep My collll\8ndments, 

t hen I will keep My covenant and the kindness which I promised 

to your forebears , the three patriarchs. That is , G-d keeps 

the covenant for those who love Him. "G-d who keeps His 

qracious covenant to the thousandth generation. " (Ibid.) 

Nevertheless , this parasha ( 11 Jl, ) does say somethinq dif -

ferent : "showing kindness to the thousands." The meaning here 

is that there is no end ( to His kindness , which) is forever. 

This is the thing that will guide · us i n explaining two 

separate matters : The firs t is that G-d will be kind to those 

who love Him; their soul s will endure forever , for a thousand 

thouaands of generations . And the second i's that G-d will 

bestow goodness without end upon their children, who are like 

them (l oving and obedient to G-d ). [Ibn Ezra now moves on to 

some proof teats for the existence of the two aeparate matters 

ju.t mentioned . ] 

Thu. did David say. "Tb• Lord's steadfut 1 ove is for all 

eternity toward tho•• who fear Bia. and Bia beneficence ia for 

the children'• children" (Paalm 103 :17). And ao there can be 

no doubt tbat o-d'• Jdndnea• ia· eternal for tho•• who fear 
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Him, and that is why the children's children are included , as 

in, "Bis beneficence is everlasting" (Psalm 111:3) , although 

one still is obliged to explain the children were in fact 

upright. That is why after that (the text in Exodus referring 

to G-d's kindness) it is qualified by the rider , those who 

keep His corrmandme.nts. 

In the portionN VJ.n .,] [See his coanentary on 34:7, pp. 220-

222 in the Wieser edition of Ibn Ezra. ], I will exp l ain to you 

bow you go to a disposit ion which dispenses punishment (for 

the children of ) the forebears, from a disposition ·Which is 

merciful. 

The word (in verse 6) ., ) j) x+, those who 

the kind ones; 1, J) l.XlJ ,l-711~ 11 
love He-- refers to 

"those who keep My 

commandments" to the righteoua. [As is traditional , Ibn Ezra 

is accounting for the presence of seemingly extraneous 

phrasing in the Bibie by providing a midrashic nuance.] 

Vtrae 7 : "You 1hall not swear fal1el1 br the name of the Lord 

your 0-4." 'b V/'"'ffaae" is like ~'1 :n" "ment ion". [Footnote 

105 giyu an •Z&J111Pl• of a verae where these t wo words are 

aynonJW19ua : Ba. 3 :15 aays, "Thi• 1ball be N' llAl!l!. forever , 

this Ky appellation for all et1ndt:r. "] The Ult of 11 'U uiounta 

to indicating that it i1 to be recited out loud, whereas ~ 

lJl will bt fOUDd in Hebrew uatd either in one's mind or 
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orally. [That is , one can take note of someone in one's mind, 

as a mourner recalls a loved one, or one can recite something 

with that word out loud, as in, "The memory of the righteous 

is invoked in blessing" {Proverbs 10: 7}. Por this citation and 

others , see footnote 107, p. 135.] 

In contrast, D \J.J1/ i s used only orally, as we find it for 

example in Psalm 16:4: "Their names [of other gods] will not 

pass my lips." 

Now here is the meaning of ''TI \1)1) l1Jt+''.,to mention the 

Name". [That is , to remember G-d. Having made a distinction 

betwee.n how "name" and "mention" are used , Ibn Ezra now 

tackles a phrase where a form of both words are u5ed toge

ther.] Since He is the true 

G-d , then Bia word is true . Behold , if we were not to put His 

word into effect (through doing comnands} , it would be as if 

one were to deny G-d. [Since "Hashem" means "G-d" here, Ibn 

Ezra haa moved on to a different subject, unconnected to the 

semantic iaaue of "name" veraua "mention" . He takes the 

opportunit7 for a show of pietr: We "mention" G-d by carrying 

out the Holy One's coananda . 

[Ibn Esra now moves from commentary on the name of 0-d to not 

awearin9 falaely. B• ia dealing with one part of the ••r•• at 

a ti... What follows are aeveral eaamplea of th• aerioua 

reaulta of taking an oath, and wbat happen• aa people follow 
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it or break it. In some cases, if they follow it, unan-

t icipated cruel consequences can follow; in others, breaking 

an oath can have terrib le consequences too.] 

The custom of the Egyptians , which persists even to this day, 

is that if one swears by the head of the king and does not 

fulfill his oath, be is condemned to di e . Even if he pays a 

fine in gold abeltels be still will not live, because be openly 

treated the ltinq with contempt. Since the king is flesh and 

blood, how many thousands upon thousands of times t he more so 

must one be careful not to make a s lip of the tongue and open 

bis mouth to make his flesh sin by mentioning (G-d ) in vain. 

[That is, to make an oath in the name of G- d and brea.k it, or 

to swear unneceaaarily. ] 

And here ve aaw (the results) after the people of Israel swore 

publicly about the matter of a concubine on the hill, and a lso 

there was (the matter of) Pinhas the priest, where we discover 

that those who made a needless oath were killed. [Footnote 110 

ezplain. that the reference to the concubine comes from Judges 

21: l, which aays, "Mone of ua will give his daughter in 

marria9e to a Benjaminite . " This is about a Levite whose 

concubine waa abuaed bJ Benjaminitea . 'l'be other tribea of 

Israel aou9ht reYen9e and vent to battle a9airuat them. Bach 

tribe took turns tryin9 to overcome the Benjaminitea but 

failed. Keverth•l••• · at an ... emblJ convened by O-d where all 
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the tribes except Jabesh-gilead attended, G-d directed each 

ensuing tribe to do battle. Pinhas too was told he must fight; 

he had no way out of the oath the tribes made to do battle. 

The verse from Judges refers to not letting the tribe of 

Benjamin, which was finally defeated , repopul ate with new 

children through marriage. ) 

) 
Then there was the incident of the people of Jabeah-gilead, 

men, women and children. 

[They were a l 1 put to death, except for virgin women. This 

happened after the tribes of Israel regretted their oath not 

to s upp ly wives to Benjamin. They only way they could supply 

wives was to get them from a group who had not taken the oath. 

They gave the captured virgins to Benjamin. Thus they resorted 

to this cruel measure in order to get around the effects of 

the oath without breaking it.) 

Such is not done even to Sabbath desecratora!. [Taking oaths 

needlessly ends up with even worse results than deaecrating 

the Sabbath.] 

~lso we saw Saul tried to kil 1 Jonathan his son, who did not 

hear his oath. [See First Samuel 14:23-45. Saul had made his . 

troops swear not to eat "until nightfall" or else be cursed . 

~onathan, a IM!lllber of the troops but who vas not in_ear•hot 
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when his father made the oath, did eat . Saul nevertheless made 

ready to carry out his oath by kil 1 ing him. only by the 

troops' protest did Jonathan qet spared.] 

And we saw that G-d brought famine to the earth on account of 

Saul and his household , who breached an oath which the 

chieftains had made (to let the) Gibeonites (live). (Joshua 

9:15) And this is why the bloody house (of Saul) was killed, 

"and G-d responded to the plea of the land". (Second Samuel 

21:13-14) [Under false pretenses of being a people from a 

distant land, the Gibeonites came to Joshua and pledged to be 

his subjects. Joshua promised to spare their lives. Moreover , 

"the chieftains of the community gave them their oath." 

(Joshua 9:15 ) Later, Joshua found out they were the nearby 

Gibeoni tes. - Nevertheless , al though he consigned them to a 

lowly status, he kept his oath and spared their lives . But 

Saul and his household had tried to kill some of the GibeDn

ites, which David found out about when he asked G-d why there 

was a famine. David made amends to the Gibeonites for Saul's 

violation of the oath . After that, the famine stopped. Ibn 

Esra's final Biblical illustration about oaths appears next:] 

Solomon aaid to Shimei, Didn ' t I make rou awear by the Lord? 

(Pirat ltinga, 2:42-'3) [Sol0110n had t old Shimei not to depart 

from Jer uaal .. or else he would die. Be agreed bf an oath nbt 

to travel . But three rears later he did travel, and Solomon 
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then surmnoned Shimei and reminded him of his oath. so he was 

put to death for breaking it. However, this becomes complica

ted by the fact that David had sworn not to kill Shimei ( see 

1 Kinqs 2:8 and fll)-- a.nd Solomon figured a way around it.) 

As a rule, we do not find any mention of divine reward in the 

Ten Coll'll\andments except when it specifies ( the reward) for 

honorinq father and mother. [That is , your days will be 

prolonqed.] Also, no punishment either is specified except in 

reference to idolatry (in verse 5 , "visiting the quilt of the 

fathers upon the children" ) and in reference to beinq culpable 

for awearinq falsely by G-d's name. There are many who believe 

that swearinq falsely is not such a qrievous sin. But I will 

demonstrate to them that it is more serious than al 1 the 

prohibitions that come after it . This is because killing and 

adul terr, which are serious sins, are not possible to co.nmi t 

at any and all times due to fear of doinq so. But one who 

becomes accuatomed to swearing falsely, wil 1 swear oaths 

without number in one day alone. Thus one becomes so accua

tomed to this sin that one no lonqer even realizes when one 

has sworn. 

If JOU were to reprove hlm bf askinq, ''lfhJ have JOU sworn 

now?" he would swear that be had not sworn becauae of his 

being 90 accuatomed to it. Th•J will have an oath precedinq 

ever1 word tbeJ utter, for this is for them a matter of 
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eloquence. Were there no sins in Jewry aai~e from this one, it 

would suffice to prolong the e•1'le and t • o add a plague upon 

our plagues. I wil l show you the madness (of one who swears)-

becauae the murderer , if he kills his enemies , fulfills his 

desi re through revenge. The adulterer has his hour (i . e, has 

his fl inq?] and the thief finds things to suit his needs; even 

the liar trys to be agreeab l e or take revenge. But the one who 

swears to a lie when taking an oath is an unnecessary act. He 

curses the Name of heaven openly without any benefit which 

would be his. 

Verse 8 "Remember"-- The meaning of "to sanctify it"; is that 

which ia written , "six days you shall l abor. " (v.9} This is 

the meaning ot.lll\Ul)J1f "he hallowed it" (v. 11 ) when G-d 

rested from al 1 His labor. ( Thia is to say, Just as· G-d 

sanctified Shabbat by refraining from work , so too do we . ] 

A further sense of "remembering" is to cling to the blessing 

of G-d as it is written in the section )~J,J (Genesis 2:1-

3) . 

(ApparesatlJ , just as Torah portions are named after one of the 

first few important words, so too is a section. The mention of 

blessing occurs in verse 3: "O-d blessed the seventh day and 

declared it bolr . " o-d blessed it after Bia work was done , so 

one can see bow remembering something and blessing soaething 

share feature8 in OOllllDD, aucb •• looking back to events to 

·-

J 
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acknowledge them. AIJain , to bless something has a more active 

connotatio.n than merel7 to remt!!lllber something.] 

G-d makes this (sahb&th) da7 hol7 and prepares it to accept 

the additional soul which (makes us) wiser than on other da:rs ; 

that is why it is written, "G-d blessed"(the day ). ( This 

notion of the ·~ditiona.l soul" on Shabbat comes from the 

Babylonian Talmud. Betsah l6a, and Taanit 27b. "A special 

soul .. . is given to man on the eve of the Sabbath, and leaves 

him again at its close.• ( Jewish Bncrclopedia, p. 589)] 

As I alread:r explained (in 1117 c~tar:r on Psalms). this 

{point about t.be additional soul ) is in the Song for the 

Sabbath D&J. (Pa&la 92:5) 

We have seen tat the Sbaitta :rear (Jear of the r-t for the 

land) reseabl- the Sabbath, because it too occurs in c:Jcles 

of sevens; in UU.. case rears. G-d c:~ded ther recite th.e 

Tor ah at the begi.nnin.9 of the Sbmitta :rear to -n, wcaen and 

childr en, '"tbat t;Mrway hear and learn . .. to observe faithful

ly e verr word of tJa:is Teaching.'" (Deut. 31:1.2) In this va.:r. 

the Sabbath bel .. as to mderstand G-d's deeds and enlightens 

us about Ilia Torah. Thus it is written . '"rou ha•• qlaclclened 8e 

bJ Your deeds.• (Psala 92:5) All the other clara of the week 

peop le are occ-.iell with their aeeds. while thi.a daJ it is 

proper t o be. br _. •• -lf and to re:flec:1: and rest in G-d 's 

honor. • o r (br a 1 rrill8 t.1111 Sabba.t.b) will Gile OCC11PJ oa.uel f 
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in vain wi;h the concerns which have already happened o r to 

take counael of what to do in the f uture . This is as the 

Prophet said , (~f on the b ... Sa bath you do ) "not look to your 

affairs or strike bargains . " (Isaiah 58: 13 ) [Verse 14 gives 

the "then" clause·. "Th k b en you can see t e favor of the Lord." ] 

The custom in Israel was to go and stay with the prophets on 

the Sabbath, as referred to in , "'Why are you going to him 

today'? It is neither new moon nor sabbath."' (Second Kings 

4: 23) [A husband is asking his wife why she is visiting a "man 

of G-d" at what he considered an odd time, neither new moon 

nor sabbath . This one preceding sentence , "The custom .. . " is 

parenthetical. Ibn Ezra had just mentioned a citation from a 

prophet, and had been talking about the Sabbath, so he 

happened to remember the cuatom of visiting prophets on the 

Sabbath. He now moves back to another theme.] 
r 

As I mentioned above, the meaning of"i} JN 7'0 1J 'IJ 1 ~ ~ :J 
Jl)JLJJ.'; "All who do work on the Sabbath" [paraphrase of Bz 

31:14)] is to deny the work of creation but not to denJ G-d. 

[Or better than "crea-tion" i• the word "formation", since Ibn 

Ezra believed that the universe has esiated eternall,J:, not 

that i't was created at some discrete point· Sow Ibn Ssra 

tackles the interpretation of words about the Sabbath in the 

Deuteronoadc version of the coaaandllent about the Sabbath.] 

• 
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Without a doubt the word ~ 7) J1 "/'(' , "you", ( in Ex. 20: 10 ) 

includes anyone who is convnanded ( any Jew). Thus this is the 

reference of "your son or your daughter" , the minors in your 

household.s; you must ensure they do nothing ( on the Sabbath) 

t hat is forbidden for you t o do. ( Deut. 5:14 ) And also , 

regarding "your male or fema l e slave" ( same verse ) who are i n 

your domain, you must ensure that he ( the slave ) keep it ( the 

Sabbath) and not permit him to work for another person. If you 

do not do t his , you transgress a negati ve colll!landme.nt. This is 

as Moses expl ains, as I have mentioned. The following con-

dition which the stranger may live with you. This is why it 

states, "The stranger who is in your s e ttlements", who is not 

to do work on the Sabbath or on Yorn Kippur. Thus it is written 

" the stranger" in the second. [The "second" refers to the 

second time the Ten Colll!landments are written , that is, in 

Deuteronomy. That the command is written two times corresponds 

to the two instances when a stranger may not work: on the 

Sabbath, and on Yorn Kippur. ) 

Silllilarlf, (sometimes when it refers elsewhere to the stran

ger , the atran9er must obey the rules t oo , as for example in 

these two cases:] avoiding sins of the flesh and not colllllit

tinv the sin of eatinv blood. [ Por the former, footnote 128 

1. 22 23 Por the latter , cites Lev. 18:26, but see a so verses - · 

see Lev. 17: 10 . After this brief digreasion about strangers 

observinv rules in other oases besides for the Sabbath, Ibn 

f 
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Ezra now returns to the importance of the sabbath col1ltlandment 

in general.] 

We saw in Jeremiah that he was strict about the conmands of 

the Sabbath, and he goes on to ex~lain that one be strict even 

though there was a decree to have Jerusalem destroyed. If 

Isr ael did go back to observing the Sabbath as it was com

manded, the people would not have had to depart from their 

dwellings, and thrones for the kingship of the House of David 

would have been re-established [As related in Jeremiah, ibid. 

In other words , if the Jews had observed the Sabbath, th ey 

would not have been exiled, and Jerusalem would not have been 

destro1ed.] 

Verse 12 "Honor 1our father". As I indicated above, the ficat .. 
five comaandments mention G-d. There as with the preceding 

four, it mentions (the name of G-d) saying , "The Lord your G

d." [Thia phraae legitimises counting Co11111&ndments 1-5 aa 01ne 

grouP that are all directly connected to G-d, even thoutgh 

otherwiae the fifth c~dment looks leas related to G-d tb1an 

the ti rat four .] 

The word11:r'-l~C .. "tbat JOU •J long endure" is a tranaiti.ve 

verb, beeauae theJ (the acts that you do ) will be the cau11e. 

That tbe verb ia trauitive i• evidenced elsewhere bJ, "U1at 

JOU -J loov eDclure" (Deut. 11:9) and "that you m&J hav-i a 



84 

lon9 life ." (Deut . 22:7 ) Because of the corrunandment that you 

do, you will find yourself with pro longed life. 

The text says , " on the land , " (I srae l ) because this is when 

the people Israel wil l observe this command; they will not be 

exiled . 

It is written, "Fathers and mothers have been humi l iated" 

[within the land of Israel] (Ezekiel 22:7). Concerning the 

conmandment of honoring one's father , one must not do the 

opposite (such as belittlinCJ or cursing one's father) . For 

then the curser is culpable of death for the one who curses , 

because the hearers can hear a curse come out of his mouth, 

but the one who insults is not culpable , because the one 

insul tin9 ( his parents) can do so in private . Therefore 

Scripture co1111UU1ds that it (the evidence ) be words of cursing , 

because in all the wri t 'in9s they are secret . [The general 

idea is that there is public and private dishonoring of 

parents, but the former is much worse and merits punishment 

because it shames them publicly.] 

V.0•- 13 , Jou aball not murdtr, (_J1>U-Sball not do so , either 

from) bodily force or rour speech , (such as bJ) teatif1in9 

falsely in order to kill someone, or killing through slander, 

or by maliciousl y givin9 bad advice that you know will get 
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someone killed. If a secret is revealed to you that can save 

someone from death if you reveal it to him , then if you fail 

to reveal it, you are the same as a murderer. 

You shall not coupnit adultery . Most have thought that it is 

not adultery except when it is with a man's wife (a married 

woman}, since we find (it in t~at context) written in Lev. 

20: 10, ' ' conni t ting adultery with his neiqhbor' s wife." !Cow 

what does it mean to say this (that is, "neighbor's wife"] 

after it already says, "comnitting adultery with a man's wife" 

(ibid.)? [That is, the two phrases mutually reenforce each 

other to suggest that adultery occurs only if the woman is 

married.) But the majority opinion is not the correct expla-

nation. Writ ten above· (i. e. above v .10) is, "If any man curses 

his father or his mother, he shall be put to death; he has 

cursed his father and h.is mother-- his bl oodgui l t is upon 

him." ( v. 9) Th.is means , that it is a grievous sin to insult 

one's parents , the ones who beqot you. 

( Ibn Esra is arguing that the rep'eti ti on serves to underscore 

the seriouane•s of the sin , not to make the referent of 

"insultiAg one's parents" more specific. Be argues likewise 

for an adulterer . It is not a question of ea:cluding some 

people from the categorf of adulterers, but rather a question 

of how serious a sin adulterJ is.] 

? 
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And likewise for, "committing adul t ery wi t h his neighbor • s 

wife," for he is obligated to l ove his neighbor as himself. 

(And what would violate this trust more than t o have inter

course with that neighbor's wife? ! ) 

The Word "conmi t adultery" is l ike •'Jl 1] r: "sexua l im-

morality". You can see it is written , "Indeed, the land was 

defiled ... as sbe committed adultery witb stone a.nd with wood . " 

(Jeremiah 3: 9) [The context here is that the prophet is 
I 

comparing a wayward Israel worshipping i dols to a whore. Thus 

an adulterer is faithless to G-d and goes to worship another.) 

But it is not suitable to publicize such an abomination. 

Rabbi- saadia the Gaon said, sexual i11111oralit1 takes place to 

many degrees. Be who is at the least serious degree cohabi-

tates with the virgin or the widow. He who is at the next 

degree cohabitates witb his wife when she is a D.i4li [has 

menstruation], who after a few days would have been permitted 

to him (to cohabitate with) . A more serious degree than this 

is (to cohabitate with) another man's wife when it could be 

that be would di• (leaving her) . She would then have been 

permitted to bim. (I.e, because she would have been a widow .] 

The nezt d99ree is (cohabitating with) the Canaanite woman who 

is not of the teaching of Israel. If she does not have 

offsprin9 , then she possibly could convert and become a wife. 

But if ab• doea have offspring, tbat in itself is idolatry. 
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a think this means a Jew is not to marry a convert who has 

unconverted offsprinq. This mixed family unit may end up 

leading the husband into worsbippinq idols the kids still 

worship . ] 

The next degree of severity beyond that one is homosexuality, 

which never bas a time when it is allowed. Worse than this is 

what is outside the species: one who cohabi tat es with a beast. 

The Gaon knew bow to distinguish (among these types of sexual 

i11111orality} because all these are sins which result in being 

cut off from the Jewish people' according to the portion' 1 n~ 
Jll?J (Lev. 16-18}. And aside from this is the division (of 

categories of sexual immorality pertinent to) the mother, the 

sister, and the daughter. [That is, as formulated by the Gaon 

and Lev. 18, all these sexual prohibitions are written from 

the man' 1 perspective. one cannot assume the list and its 

degrees of severity would be the same for a woman. It is of 

note that having said that, Ibn Bzra does not attempt to make 

such a correaponding WOlll&n's list.] 

You shall pot steal. "Theft" means taking money in secret. 

There ia a kind of stealing that deserves the death penaltJ , 

namely, kidnapping an Israelite, even if only a young. boJ or 

a 11t 1U1111erer. MonetarJ theft (i• still theft,) whether openly 

or not, whether by false accounting, measure, or weight . And 

thia ia th• word which includes one who steals the heart. aa 

,,1 
r 



88 

Absalom did. (In Second Samuel 15:6 we read, "Absalom won away 

the hearts of the men of Israel." Absal om was trying to win 

the support of the people. In 15:1-6 , Absalom heard cases that 

King David was supposed to have heard. He told each pe rson 

with a case that his "claim was right and just." ( v.3)) 

You shall not bear false witness. For many years I searched my 

mind to get the sense of why it says " lj>\LJ l::::J " ( "false 
• # 

witness " ) and not 1;7'Jl Jl rT~ ("false testimony" ) I am now 

of the opinion that the text speaks of false testimony as if 

it were written, Do not answer if you are a false witness. The 

meaning of t his word ["T.}}] is as in the sense of, "you shal l 

not deal deceitfully or fa lsely." (Lev . 19:11) 

We find the word Jl lJ .. ~((testify against) with the letter 

"bet" , as for example in, "he has testified false ly against 

his fellow man . " ( Deut. 19:18), and without a bet for exU1Ple 

in, "G-d hears and humbles those who have no fear of Him." 

question is "humbles" .) And the ( Psalm 55:20; the word in 

meaning of the words ''1J .J. 11J.::ll1 0 
is like that of in the 

1 \LJ N.J l '' "we have not molested you." phra~:1n~ )] x~ 
(Gen. 26:29} (That 

f~rm) :j J. 1 J ~ )J 

is, the same as the other 9numna ti cal 

'X 1:, "we have not molested you. " 

(Be ia dhtinguishing U10n9 different 9ranmatical forms of 

ayin-nun-h•f and their corr .. ponding meanings . A~in , he is 

COIQarinv the form with the letter "bet" and the one without. 

I 
t' 
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The form in the Ten Comnandment s is the basic form, unadorned 

by prepositions or suffixes, and means, "testi fy against." Ibn 

Ezra cites the example from Deuteronomy to prove i t. The other 

examples listed above have other meanings because even though 

t hey come from the same root, t hey are in non-basic forms .] 

The one who testifies falsely may receive the death penalty . 

Be is the one about whom it is written , "You shall do to him 

as he schemed to do to his fellow ." (Deut. 19 : 19) 

Verse lf . You 1hall not covet. Concerning thi s conmandment , 

many peop 1 e wonder how anyone could exist who does not 

secretly covet beautiful things , anything that is pleasing to 

the eye. And ao I will illustrate with a parable : !(now that a 

villager who baa ccxmon 1ense , if he sees the king'• beautiful 

daughter, will not fantasize about lying down with her, 

because he knows it would never be possible. •or let it be 

thought that thia villager is one of those craz1 one•, who 

wi1he1 he bad ving1 ao he could fly in the akJ, becauae that 

could newer happen. (The villager knows that having the 

king's daughter is as impossible as having wings . ] 

Likewise, there ia no man who d .. ire1 to lie with his- mother, 

even if abe ia beautiful , becauae he had been trained since 

his 7outb to know ah• was forbidden to him. [Ibn Ezra was not 

born 1••t•rdaJ. we all tnow that trainin9 · do•• not mean 
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incest will not happen, but it cuts down on its frequency . ] 

Thus anyone who is wise needs to know that a beautiful woman 

or money cannot be found by wisdom or knowledge , but he will 

receive only what G-d parcels out to him. As Ecclesiastes 

says , "For sometimes a person whose for tune was made with 

wisdom •.. must hand it on to be the portion of somebody who 

dld not toil for it . " (2:21 ) [To clarify the context , I quote 

almost the entire verse . ] The sages said, Life and food do not 

depend on merit but rather on 1 uck. ( Moed Katan 28: 1). on 

account of this, he who is wise will neither crave nor covet. 

Since in his heart he knows that G-d has forbidden him his 

neighbor's wife, she is even more unobtainable in his eyes 

than the kin9's dau9hter in the mi~d of the !illager; thus he 

rejoices in his lot and does not 90 aching after what is not 

his due . He realizes tha.t G-d does not want to give Uiose 

things to him. Be cannot get them by force or by thinking 

about them, or by plotting for them. Therefore one should 

trust in one's Creator, who supports us and does what is good 

in His e7ea. With this, we finish the conmentary on the Ten 

Conmandmenta. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HOM IBM EZRA MAKES (OR OBSCURES ) HIS ARGUMENTS 

3.0 The Onderlrinq Structure of Ibn Ezra's Araumentation , 

As e&plained in Chapter One, an analysis of t he structure of 

ibn Ezra ' s argumentation will aid us i n seeing how he makes 

his points , how be obscures them, and how his assumptions 

about lan9uage affect his treatment of biblical text. The 

co111nentary translated in Chapter Two has an overal 1 structure: 

Several arguments are set loose at once , all interrupting each 

other. Let me illustrate this pattern with a model: Suppose 

there are three ar9wnents, A, B, and C, and each of those 

contains three steps. The first step states the issue, the 

second gives a traditional answer, and the third gives ibn 

Ezra's answer. Argument A goes through Step One a.nd Two and 

stops dead in its tracks. Argument B goes through Step One and 

it too stops. &rqument A comes back on the scene to finish up 

with step Three. Then Argument c enters the picture, going 

through Steps One and Two. Then Argument B reenters and goes 

through steps Two and Tllree. Finally , Argument C i• taken up 

again and goes througb it• step Three. Bow all the ar9U1Denta 

are completed, but v~e interrupted by other ar91Jm9Dt• before 

being "allowed" to finish . 
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In such a system, the reader has to keep track of several 

arguments simultaneously , and recall what the earlier steps 

were. This then, is my thesis : Ibn Ezra can obscure his 

argumentation by having several arguments interrupt each other 

such that all the steps of a given argument are not im

mediately in sequence of each other. Rather, the material of 

other arguments, or other material such as pietistic remarks, 

intervene between one or more steps and the next. 

The steps, to be more precise, co11111only amount to four, and 

typically have the following content: Step One states a 

problem in the biblical text. Step Two lists solutions 

proposed by "the sa9es" derived from the tradition. Step Three 

contains ibn Ezra's rebuttal to those solutions, and Step Four 

contains ibn Ezra's new answer as backed up with biblical 

support. 

I will now CJO tbrou9h two of bis extended arguments to 

illustratetqJ theais. My putting the steps of his arguments in 

sequence readilJ su99ests how ibn Esra can be made easier to 

studr for the neophyte: "reconatitute" the steps of his 

in i ... diate sequence of each other, minus the 

interveaiDG material. Th• two examples below demonstrate bow 

to do thia. 
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The first extensive argument deals w1· th th d ' · e is crepancies 

between the two versions of the Ten Commandments, especially 

his discussion of "Remember" and "Observe". step one raises 

this issue: If both versions are G-d's words , why is the word 

"Observe" substituted f or "Remember"? This su.bsti t.ution, and 

other changes such as del etions , grammatical variations and 

additions , all pose the same problem . Step Two follows in 

sequence: The saqes explain that G-d said both weirds simul 

taneously. Step Three is begun, but not completed!, with ibn 

Ezra qivinq one counter-argument: It is not physically 

possible to pronounce two words simultaneous 1 y. Tl!len, inter

veninq material appears here , concerning which of the Ten 

Co111nandments were direct quotes from G-d and whi clh were not , 

dependinq on what person the pronouns are in each . After that , 

ibn Ezra returns to Step Three with addition11l counter

arguments: Even if G-d could pronounce both words a1t once , the 

human ear could not understand what G-d bad said. . Then, be 

begins Step Four with a claim: different words can convey the 

same basic meaninq. Be supports this with biblica.l examples . 

Intervening material appears about the correct numbering of 

the Ten co •ndments, and then we are back to Step Pour. He 

gives more biblical illustrations of his claim abo111t words and 

their meanings . The ezamplea show the same incidttnt repeated 

twice, aa in Rebecca's retelling of how Jacob qot Isaac's 

bleaaing. Pinally, we get the rest of Step Pour, ibn E1ra's 

innovative anawer: The word "R•mher" implies the word 
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"observe", and so · th ' in is abstract sense , the Israelites 

"beard" both at once . Moreover, he becomes very explicit about 

what bis steps entail: "Words are arranged in one order in 

Exodus while Moses rearranged them in another order." Thus he 

challenges the traditional 

literally the words of G-d. 

belief that both versions are 

The second argument selected for analysis is ibn Ezra's 

discussion about creation. Step One, raised in the context of 

several issues relating to the First Conmandment , consists of 

a question: Why does the First Co111t1andment refer to G-d 

freeing us from Egyptian slavery rather than to G-d's role as 

creator of the universe? It is problematic in that the latter 

description seems so much more fundamental and important. Ibn 

Ezra seemingly skips right to Step Four, with a pat answer: 

Preedom from slavery is an easier concept- for the average 

unlearned Jew to accept, and to defend ag•inst the challenges 

-of heretics. This is not a true Step Four, because ibn Ezra 

comes out with a far more substantial answer later. Maybe it 

is more accurate to call it Step Two, since it 9ives an answer 

that does not oppose the tradition. (Step Three does not 

appear la the arCJUm911t.) 

Ibn Bara then presents related, but intervenin9, material 

about what intellectual• do understand about the world, o-d' s 

nature, and the connection between intellectuals, th• world, 
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and G-d's nature. Then , quite expl icitly , he goes back to step 

Four by mentioninq a non-Jewish answer: "G-d makes continual 1 y 

without beqinning or end . " But ibn Ezra does not say he aqrees 

with that answer , which would amount to saying G-d did not 

create the universe at a discrete point in time. He then 

switches back to intervening material about the ast rologica l 

and astronomical model of the worl d, and continues other 

arguments bequn earlier, such as the rational basis of all 

conmands. Then be suddenly throws in a statement which takes 

us back to Step Four: Swearing falsely is a more serious sin 

than workinq on the Sabbath. The former tampers with belief in 

G-d; the latter "denies the work of creation". He says nothing 

more until the second section of his conwnentary , when he gets 

back to the connand to keep the Sabbath: "The meaninq of, all 

who do work on the Sabbath, is to deny the work of creation 

but not to deny G-d." The answer , Step Pour, is at the least 

ambiguous. Bi ther ibn Ezra believes in eternal ezistence of 

the universe, completely against the tradition. Or he is 

vacillating, or be is making a list of priorities: we do not 

know about creation, but we must be one hundred percent sure 

about believing in G-d. The last statement in bis coamentary 

on the T• ca.undments r•fl ects that third poasibil i ty, aince 

he instructs us to trust in G-d and in G-d'a goodness. 

Space doea not pend t more ezamples, but th• reader can see by 

i nspection how ibn Sara mates hi• case in l••• eztended or 
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l ess controversial arguments He presents th t · · e s eps more in 

sequence, and gives example after example from the Tanakh to 

substantiate his claims and to poke holes in other people's 

claims. 

3.1 Concludino Remarks 

I now turn to questions raised in Chapter One. With the 

insights gleaned in Chapter Two and the section above , some 

answers will now reward my patient reader . One 9roup of those 

questions was in the "how" category: How Does ibn Ezra advance 

his arguments? Bow do his strategies come into play? To 

determine his most fundamental strategies , we can look at some 

of the shorter arguments that have little or no intervenin9 

material. After that , we will look at some more complex 

arguments to ••• how these strategies are applied. 

One of his straightforward arguments starts with the claim 

that, "commands of the heart are the most important of al 1 the 

cat99ories." (Above, p. 48.) That is , what we think is more 

important than what we say or do. That is his first move, to 

bl~tlr state his claim. IaaediatelJ after , he gives the 

oppoain9 •i .. held by the ••CJ•• as applied to a specific 

example. Ybe ••9•• thought idolatry consisted onlJ of words 

spoken aloud, •• when one prared to an idol. Ther did not 

"count" private idolatrous thoughts as wrong. Ibn Ezra 



97 

restates his assertion in terms of this specific c ase : "Surely 

this is the most heinous of all evil thoughts." (Ibid.) 

His next task is to prove his assertion and disprove the 

sages. Be does so by citing numerous examples from the Tanakh 

which show how important thoughts are to G- d, such as , "The 

Lord sees into the Heart." ( First Samuel 16:7) The examples 

are so numerous , and come from all over the Tanakh, that ibn 

Ezra's position seems unassailable. The only potential way to 

dispute it would be to find counterexamples in the Tanakh. 

Apparently , such are not cited in the tradition. The strategy, 

then, is to "over prove" his point by giving more examples 

than necessary . 

This method , stating a claim, stating the opposing claim of 

the sages, and 9ivin9 biblical ' examples to prove his claim, 

can be seen throughout Chapter Two , especial l~ in the second 

section where he proceeds verse by verse . Or even more si'IQPl y, 

be may make only his claim and 90 directly to the biblical 

support. See for instance, his coamentary on Verse 6 in 

Section 2.1. Ibn Esra never goes on too long without stopping 

to quote from the Tanakh, as if the Tanalth were a continuation 

of bi• thought•, and his thoughts a continuation of the 

Tanakbl 'fhu he uses what i• moat valued in the tradition, the 

Tanalda, to adwance ideas which are i.DDoYatiYe or even counter 

to tbe tradition. 
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In Section 3 . 0 above , we look~d at the strategies ibn Ezra 

employs when he wants to be indirect. This happens when he 

touches upon opinions that could be seen as heretical. we saw 

that his main strategy for being indirect was to pursue 

several arguments simultaneously. Thus , part of one argument 

intervenes between parts of another argument . In that way , one 

or more steps of one argument i1nterrupt another. In addition, 

the intervening material sometimes does not consist of another 

argument. Instead, it can cionsist of other distracting 

material, such as pious thoughts, homilies, or general 

statements of his philosophy tb,at only tangentially relate to 

any of the arguments. This happens in the extended argument 

analyzed in Section 3.0 about creation . After he gives his 

initial answer, that freedom from Egypt is easier for the . " . 
·Tiiasses to accept and defend Uian creation of the world , he 

talks about G-d' s creation as a part of scientific study. 

People "will recognize the 1creation of G-d in mineral , 

vegetable and animal ..• they wi.11 see evidence of the work of 

G-d in each and every limb acciording to its history. . . Their 

hearts will move them to stnd:r the spheres which... G-d 

founded." (p . 51) This is a 9 meral statement of his philo

sophy of the structure of t e world. This is distracting 

material in that it veers o the question at hand, even 

thou9h it refers to creation. ~bus it falls into the kind of 

diatractinCJ ipaterial that is nqt itael f another ar9uaent · Then 

comes material that stra7s •• 
farther from the issue; it is 
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about knowledge of G-d's nature. By now , even though this 

material does contain hints about creation, the 1:eader has 

probably forgotten the original question , which was , why does 

the First Comnandment refer to fr eedom of slavery and the 

creation of heaven and earth? After a few more statements 

about the structure of the earth , the intervenin9 material 

ceases when be states , G-d "making heaven and ea1rth nearly 

five thousand years ago is only acknowledged by I ,srael. The 

sages of the nations ..• say that G-d makes continually without 

beginning or end." ( p. 54) So the reader must persevere 

through much distracting material before encount1erin9 this 

explicit statement of a heterodox view. And even then, ibn 

Ezra does . not come out and say he agrees with it 01r not. 

As just mentioned, homiletic or pious material cu1 interrupt 

an argument. lbn Ezra claims that the First CoD1111andment is 

indeed a conmand. "It includes all the kinds of cc>mnands, of 

the heart, of speaking, and of doing." (p. 59) Bei:ore clari

fying this further, he gives a homi 1 y on the imp1ortance of 

obe1ing G-d: "Re who aecretl 1 conmi ts a sin is crallY to think 

that the sin will not be made known to the king • . ,. For it is 

written . 'sbail Re who form.a the efeS not aee?'(l~aalm 94 : 9) 

(Ibid.) After that, be returns to the issue of the First 

Connandment as "tb• foundation of al 1 the categories of 

c,,....nda." Even in the interveninCJ material , the a11UDe pattern 

underlring much of hi• c~ntarf persists: • clai.Jm (one must 
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obeyG-d) and support from the Tanakh ( "Shall He whc) forms the 

eyes not see?") 

I now turn to a final question , the one which d:rove me to 

devote this thesi s to the corrmentary of Abraham ibn Ezra : What 

are bis asswnpt i ons about 1 anguage , and how doe:s his view 

affect his approach to bibl ical exegesis? It is c lear , from 

his statement that words are like bodies and the!ir meaning 

like souls, that language itself is a superficial system as he 

sees it. Not only that , language i s arbitrary. It 1consista of 

grammatical variants (like the presence or absence of some 

vavs) which do not affect the meaning. The unva1ryin9, non-

superficial realm is not in language as it is produced, but in 

structures stored in t he brain: ''The faculty of m1emor1 is at 

the back of the brain and that place is the r 1egion which 

preserves forms." (p. 38 ) This is quite reminiscent of the 
"V 

modern-day linguist Noam ChoJUSky , who is famous f:or positing 

superficial and deep structures in language. 

'l'bis view on ibn Bsra' s part , that different wo1:ds or gram

matical forms can express the same sense, led him awar from 

midrashic analrai•, which~ assume the utmost importance to 

lexical aDd gr-tical variations . Thus one Wt)Uld imagine 

that to Um ssra, midra•hic approach•• mistake th11 superficial 

level for the d-p lev•L the body for the sc•ul. Thus it 

follow• that Um Bara 
arg\lllMntS OD th• 
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deeper level, the meaning which is abstracted from two or more 

variants. Taking that meaning, ibn Ezra can then argue about 

its religious consequences. Thus he is not stuck with two 

words, "Remember" and "Observe" . Instead , he winds up with one 

meaning, that of "setting apart". "The sense of 'remember' is 

that of all the days of the week, the Sabbath should be set 

apart and remembered. All of this is to make sure we observe 

the seventh day so that we will do no work on it . This is how 

the meaning of 'remembering' ends up implying 'observing'". 

( p. 38) So ibn Ezra is able to cut through the midrashic 

paradoxes ·of claiming that G-d said two words at once. He puts 

a new angle on the problem that does no viol ence to the 

1 i teral interpretation of the text , namely , that "Observe" 

represents an implication of "Remember" . What is simultaneous 

is not the pronunciation of two words, but the co-existence of 

two concepts in the brain. 

Despite the wonderful world ibn Ezra opens to us, he never

theless may seem forbidding, even cold. I pointed out in the 

beginning my emotional reaction of feeling pushed into a 

corner br his "overly proved" arguments . But then , his search 

for a fail-safe · system to get at the truth drew me in. Ibn 

E1ra vanted to be unhampe~ed by irrelevant differences of 

superficial form and 9et at the essence of biblical text · 

Gettin
9 

at essences, in turn, clears the way to obtaining more 

knowledge about G-d . That, after all, was the name of the game 
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for the Jewish medieval philosopher. For Jews today, his 

approach hands us the tools to reach G-d via our intellect. 

This serves as a complement to the tools we more readily 

acquire which forge emotive linkages with the Holy One. 
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