
In the following verses from Devarim, Moshe recounts the 

events of revelation at Sinai. How does he describe his role? 

What inner contradiction comes from a comparison of verses 4-

5?  

 

Deuteronomy 5 (1) And Moses called unto all Israel, and said 

unto them: Hear, O Israel, the statutes and the ordinances 

which I speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and 

observe to do them. (2) The Lord our God made a covenant 

with us in Horeb. (3) The Lord made not this covenant with our 

fathers, but with us, even us, who are all of us here alive this 

day. (4) The Lord spoke with you face to face in the mount out 

of the midst of the fire. (5) I stood between the Lord and you at 

that time, to declare unto you the word of the Lord; for ye were 

afraid because of the fire, and went not up into the mount, 

saying: 

 

To think about:  

What is a “face-to-face” encounter? What does it mean that 

Hashem spoke to the nation in such a manner at Sinai? Why 

might God have chosen to do so?  

According to verse 5, Moshe acted as an intermediary to “tell 

[the nation] the word of God.” How can this be reconciled with 

the direct encounter described in verse 4? What would be the 

point of Hashem speaking via a mediator?  



What does Moshe mean when he says “for you were afraid 

because of the fire”? Had the nation not been afraid, would the 

experience have been different? Why would God have chosen 

to frighten the people anyway?  

 

Did we hear the Ten Commandments directly from Hashem or 

did Moshe act as an intermediary? 

Right after the description of Hashem relaying the Ten 

Commandments, Moshe recounts how the people approached 

him, filled with fear:  

Deuteronomy 5 (20) and ye said: ‘Behold, the Lord our God 

hath shown us His glory and His greatness, and we have heard 

His voice out of the midst of the fire; we have seen this day that 

God doth speak with man, and he liveth. (21) Now therefore 

why should we die? for this great fire will consume us; if we 

hear the voice of the Lord our God any more, then we shall die. 

(22) For who is there of all flesh, that hath heard the voice of 

the living God speaking out of the midst of the fire, as we have, 

and lived? (23) Go thou near, and hear all that the Lord our God 

may say; and thou shalt speak unto us all that the Lord our God 

may speak unto thee; and we will hear it and do it.  

What are the people requesting of Moshe? Did the nation hear 

God speak, or did they only hear Moshe speak?  

 

 



Three Approaches:  

Moshe acted as mediator for part of Revelation  

Pesikta Rabati 22  

(Composed in Talmudic Israel (c.600 - c.900 CE). Pesikta Rabbati (“Great 

Sections”) is a medieval book of midrash on weekly Torah readings and 

those read on special occasions. The term “rabbati” (great) is meant to 

distinguish the work from the earlier and smaller Pesikta d’Rav Kahana. 

Pesikta Rabbati contains midrashim from Pesikta d’Rav Kahana and 

other earlier sources.) 

How many commandments did the nation hear from the 

Mighty One (God)? R. Yehoshua b. Levi says two 

commandments and the Rabbis say all the commandments 

Israel heard from the Mighty One. After the commandments 

what does it say? “And they said to Moshe, you speak to us and 

we will listen and may God not speak to us lest we die.” What 

did Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi answer? There is no chronology in 

the Torah.  

 

According to Rabbi Yehoshua b. Levi, how many 

commandments did the people hear directly? How many via 

Moshe? What happened that led Moshe to act as a mediator? 

Was this the original plan? Did God “adjust” to meet the needs 

of the people? What does that mean from a theological 

perspective?  

 



Chizkuni 20:1   

(Composed in Middle-Age France (c.1220 - c.1260 CE). Commentary on 

the Torah of Rabbi Hezekiah ben Manoah. Chizkuni, composed in mid-

13th century, is actually a compilation of insights culled from the 

Midrashim, as well as the writings of twenty other Rishonim, including 

Rashi, Rashbam and Ibn Ezra. However, Chizkuni does not name any of 

his sources (other than Rashi), in order to encourage objective study, as 

he felt that one should focus on the message rather than the 

messenger.) 

 

And these words appear [likely], since the formulation of the 

commandments “I am” and “You shall not have” sound as if 

one is speaking of himself and the rest as one who is speaking 

about others, as it says, “ Do not take the Lord, your God’s 

name in vain” and not “my name.”  

 

 What textual support does Chizkuni bring for the above 

approach? What other verses might support this position? 

What does the approach suggest about the goal of revelation?  

 

 

 

 

 



All the commandments were heard directly from God 

Ibn Ezra 5:5 (1089 - 1164 CE)  

(Avraham ben Meir ibn Ezra, better known simply as Ibn Ezra, was a medieval 
Spanish Torah commentator, poet, philosopher and grammarian. While he wrote 
on grammar, philosophy, astronomy, medicine, and mathematics, he is most 
famous for his Biblical commentaries, which, alongside those of Rashi, are 
ubiquitous and indispensable. His commentaries focus on grammatical 
explanations and the "peshat" (plain-sense) meaning of the text. He often 
incorporates biting or humorous comments directed toward other commentators, 
especially towards the Karaites. He maintained a deep friendship with R. Yehudah 
Halevi, and quotes some of his interpretations in his commentaries. His poetry is 
still read and sung as part of the regular liturgy. Ibn Ezra knew great poverty and 
traveled widely, almost incessantly, teaching and making connections with fellow 
scholars, notably Rabbenu Tam in France.) 

[Moshe’s words,] “I stood between God” is after Revelation, 

and the explanation is that God spoke with you face to face, 

and from that day on, I [Moshe] stood between God and you 

because you feared… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rashbam Shemot 20:15 (c.1085 - c.1174 CE)   

Shmuel ben Meir (Rashbam) was a French Tosafist and Torah commentator. He 
was a son of Rashi's daughter, Yocheved, and older brother of the famous 
Tosafists, Isaac ben Meir (Rivam) and Jacob ben Meir (Rabbeinu Tam). His Torah 
commentary is concise, and hews strictly to the concept of the "peshat" or plain-
sense meaning of the text, sometimes at the expense of received rabbinic 
traditions. He does not hesitate to argue with Rashi when he feels that his 
commentary strayed from the plain meaning of the verse. Rashbam also wrote a 
lengthier commentary on the Talmud, portions of which are printed in the Vilna 
Shas where no commentary of Rashi is available. Rashbam's opinions are also 
frequently mentioned in the Tosafot throughout Shas. 

 “And they said to Moshe”: After hearing the ten 

commandments; “You speak with us:” and had they not said 

that, the Holy One would have relayed to them all the 

commandments directly.   

 

According to Ibn Ezra and Rashbam, from what point did Moshe 

act as an intermediary? What caused this? What was the 

original plan of Hashem? How does that affect your 

understanding of the unique (or not so unique) status of the 

Ten Commandments? How do you think the nation would have 

differed if they heard all 613 mitzvot directly from God? 

 

 

 

 



None of the commandments were heard directly from God  

Rambam Moreh Nevuchim 2:33 (1137 - 1204 CE)  

Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam) was perhaps the greatest 

intellectual and spiritual figure of post-Talmudic Judaism. He wrote 

indispensable works of philosophy, Halacha, commentary, and responsa. 

Born in Spain, his family fled while he was still a youth. After an 

extended period in Morocco, he settled in Egypt, where he became 

Nagid (leader) of the Jewish community. His works were all 

foundational in their field. He was the first to produce a comprehensive 

commentary on the entire Mishnah. His great work of philosophy, 

Moreh Nevuchim, spawned an entire discipline and had incalculable 

influence upon enthusiastic promoters and vehement opponents alike. 

His code of law, Mishneh Torah, is the first and unsurpassed 

comprehensive code of Jewish law and practice. He also served as court 

physician to the Muslim leader Saladin. All of his works were written in 

Judeo-Arabic except for Mishneh Torah, which was written in a 

magnificent Hebrew. The precision of his expression is legendary. His 

descendents served as Negidim of Egypt for another four generations. 

 

And it seems to me that at Revelation, not all that reached 

Moshe reached all of Israel, but rather the speech was to 

Moshe alone… and he relayed to the people what he heard. 

The Torah says, “and I stood between God and you to tell you 

the word of God” and it says also, “Moshe spoke and God 

answered him with a voice”… that the speech was to him and 

they heard a great voice without a differentiation into words.  

 

 



Rambam Hilchot Yosodeh Torah 8:1  

And Moshe Rabbenu, they did not believe in him due to the 

signs that he performed. The revelation at Sinai alone was 

proof that his prophecy was true, as it says, “I came to you in a 

thick cloud, that the people may hear when I speak with you, 

and may also believe in you forever.”  

According to Rambam, what did the people hear at the 

mountain? What would be motivating such a read? What, 

according to him, seems to be the purpose of Ma’amad Har 

Sinai? What is he suggesting about the nature of prophecy and 

the role of Moshe specifically as prophet?  
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