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What’s With the Wise Son Saying “You”? 
An Analysis and Historical Background

rabbi martin j. berman

afTer The “four QueSTionS” the most well-known part of the Passover Haggadah is the 
account of the “Four Sons.” I want to examine this passage that we recite at our Seder tables.

The wicked son, what does he say? “What does this service mean to you (לכם lakhem)?” 
(Ex. 12:24) By the words “to you” he implies that this service is only for you – not for him. 
By excluding himself from the community, he denies G-d. So, blunt his teeth: “This is done 
on account of what Hashem did for me when I came out of Egypt” (Ex. 13:8). ‘For me, not 
for him”; had he been there, he would not have been redeemed.

These words of the wicked son in the Haggadah are well known. Now without question 
the Passover seder is one of the most widespread Jewish home observances whether it is a 
traditional seder or merely a family gathering. It is the shared experience around the dinner 
table that sets it apart from other gatherings provides its defining place in Jewish life. A 
family comes together to celebrate and to share. That is why the wicked son is so harshly 
reproached “By excluding himself from the community, he denies G-d.” It’s your story, your 
ritual, your remembrance. I have nothing to do with it. All because of one Hebrew word 
lakhem – to you!

But wait a minute. Doesn’t the wise son say you – “has commanded you (אתכם etkhem)?” 
Just picture the interchange around the Seder table. Esau says to his father Isaac: That’s 
not fair! I get in trouble for saying you but when Jacob says the same thing he doesn’t get 
sent to his room!”

Alright, what gives? What was the author of this passage thinking when he wrote this? 
The answer, I believe, is that he didn’t write you. No, he wrote us! That is why I believe it 
is so important to understand how this passage got to our Haggadahs that we have today. 
So, let’s review the Four Sons.
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The Text of the Four Sons
A wise son, what does he say? “What is the meaning of the testimonies, statutes, and laws which 
Hashem our G-d has commanded you (אתכם etkhem)?” (Dt. 6:20) Explain to him the laws of the 
Pesach: that “no dessert may be eaten after the Passover sacrifice.”

The wicked son, what does he say? “What does this service mean to you (לכם lakhem)?” (Ex. 
12:24) By the words “to you” he implies that this service is only for you – not for him. By excluding 
himself from the community, he denies G-d. So, blunt his teeth: “This is done on account of what 
the Hashem did for me when I came out of Egypt”(Ex. 13:8). For me, not for him; had he been 
there, he would not have been redeemed.

The simple son asks: “What is this all about?” Tell him, “With a strong hand Hashem brought us 
out of Egypt from the house of slavery”(Ex. 13:14).

As for the son who is unable to ask a question, you must open up the subject to him, as it is written: 
“You shall tell your son on that day: This is on account of what Hashem did for me when I came 
out of Egypt” (Ex. 13:8). 1

Let’s make clear, the author of this passage emphasizes that the wicked child by using 
the pronoun to you (לכם lakhem), he has excluded himself from the seder. He doesn’t care 
about it personally; he has no interest in the meaning of the Passover seder and so he is 
due a severe rebuke.

Yet, the rebuke seems somewhat problematic because the wise child also says you (אתכם 
etkhem)” which has the same basic meaning, not us but you. This issue did not escape the 
notice of the myriad of commentaries on the Haggadah. Menahem Kasher in his magnificent 
“Haggadah Sheleimah” 2 surveys a number of approaches.

1. Some seize upon the words “Hashem our G-d” which shows he is not excluding himself.
2. Others suggest that he was born after the Exodus and so he is addressing those who went 

through that experience – I wasn’t there so please explain this to me.
3. Another approach is that אתכם etkhem can also mean עמכם imkhem – with you so that he 

joins in with the mitzvah.
4. The passage in the Torah is written without vowels and the Hebrew אתכם etkhem could 

be read as אותיכם otekhem – “What means otekhem? Me and you” (Sotah 34a).

Other answers suggest that the details of the wise son’s questions distinguish him from 
the Rasha. Yet others suggest that the Wise son in the Torah is truly asking a question: 
ki yishalkha – when he asks you; while the Wicked son is not really asking a question but 
making a statement: ki yomru– when he says.

I find all these answers as wanting. They don’t truly explain the fact that the questions 
of both the wise son and the wicked son employ the pronoun “you” – etkhem – lakhem. If we 

1. Haggadah Shel Pesach.
2. Pages 16–17.
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delve into the history of the passage, I believe we can see that there is a straightforward 
answer – an overzealous correction! When we look at the sources for what we have in the 
Haggadah today we can see what happened and gain a better insight to the process of how 
the Haggadah came to be and the overzealous correction.

Sources of the Four Sons

The Torah

This story is built upon four passages in the Torah: Exodus 12:24–28; Exodus, 13:6–8, Exodus 
13:11–15 and Deuteronomy 6:20–25. Let’s line up the Torah passages with the four sons.

DEUTERONOMY 6:20–25 HAGGADAH

When, in time to come, your children ask 
you, “What mean the decrees, laws, and 
rules that Hashem our G-d has enjoined 
upon you?” you shall say to your children, 

“We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt and 
the Hashem freed us from Egypt with a 
mighty hand. Hashem wrought before our 
eyes marvelous and destructive signs and 
portents in Egypt, against Pharaoh and all 
his household; and us He freed from there, 
that He might take us and give us the land 
that He had promised on oath to our fathers. 
Then Hashem commanded us to observe 
all these laws, to revere Hashem our G-d, 
for our lasting good and for our survival, as 
is now the case. It will be therefore to our 
merit before Hashem our G-d to observe 
faithfully this whole Instruction, as He has 
commanded us.””

A wise son, what does he say? “What is the 
meaning of the testimonies, statutes, and 
laws which Hashem our G-d has com-
manded you ( אתכם etkhem)?” (Dt. 6:20) 
Explain to him the laws of the Pesach: that 

“no dessert may be eaten after the Passover 
sacrifice.”

EXODUS 12:24–28

“You shall observe this as an institution for all 
time, for you and for your descendants. And 
when you enter the land that the Hashem 
will give you, as He promised, you shall 
observe this rite. And when your children 
say to you, ‘What do you mean by this rite?’ 
You shall say, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to 
Hashem, because He passed over the hous-
es of the Israelites in Egypt when He smote 
the Egyptians but saved our houses.’”

The wicked son, what does he say? “What 
does this service mean to you (לכם lakhem)?” 
(Ex. 12:24) By the words “to you” he implies 
that this service is only for you – not for him. 
By excluding himself from the community, 
he denies G-d. So, blunt his teeth: “This is 
done on account of what the Hashem did for 
me when I came out of Egypt.”(Ex. 13:8) For 
me, not for him; had he been there, he would 
not have been redeemed.
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EXODUS 13:11 – 15

“And when Hashem has brought you into the 
land of the Canaanites, as He swore to you 
and to your fathers, and has given it to you, 
you shall set apart for the Hashem every 
first issue of the womb: every male firstling 
that your cattle drop shall be the Hashem’s. 
But every firstling ass you shall redeem with 
a sheep; if you do not redeem it, you must 
break its neck. And you must redeem every 
first-born male among your children. And 
when, in time to come, your son asks you, 
saying, ‘What does this mean?’ you shall 
say to him, ‘It was with a mighty hand that 
Hashem brought us out from Egypt, the 
house of bondage. When Pharaoh stubborn-
ly refused to let us go, Hashem slew every 
first-born in the land of Egypt, the first-born 
of both man and beast. Therefore, I sacrifice 
to Hashem every first male issue of the 
womb but redeem every first-born among 
my sons.

The simple son asks: “What is this all about?” 
Tell him, “With a strong hand Hashem 
brought us out of Egypt from the house of 
slavery.”(Ex. 13:14)

EXODUS 13:6–8

“Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, 
and on the seventh day there shall be a 
festival of Hashem. Throughout the seven 
days unleavened bread shall be eaten; no 
leavened bread shall be found with you, and 
no leaven shall be found in all your territory. 
And you shall explain to your son on that day, 
‘It is because of what Hashem did for me 
when I went free from Egypt.’

As for the son who is unable to ask a ques-
tion, you must open up the subject to him, 
as it is written: “You shall tell your son on 
that day: This is on account of what Hashem 
did for me when I came out of Egypt.” (Ex. 
13:8)

There are a number of anomalies. The wise son’s question is from Deuteronomy 6:20 and 
the answer is not a biblical passage at all. The wicked son’s question is from Exodus 12:26 
but the answer is from Exodus 13:8. The simple son’s question and answer are found in 
Exodus 13:14 – but while it too refers to the exodus the major point is not about the Pass-
over ritual but the redemption of the firstborn animals and firstborn sons. Finally, as to 
the unasked question of the one who doesn’t ask any questions, you are instructed to tell 
him the information found in Exodus 13:8 which is the same answer given to the wicked 
son only without the editorial addition – “For me, not for him; had he been there, he would 
not have been redeemed.”
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Clearly the author of the Four Sons in the Haggadah did not feel bound to follow the 
wording found in the Torah. He mixes and matches to create contrasts between the various 
participants at the seder table.

Rabbinic Sources

The Haggadah is not the only source for this passage. It appears in the Mekhilta of Rabbi 
Yishmael and in the Talmud Yerushalmi.

In the Mekhilta 3 we find that the Wise son’s question is almost identical to the Haggadah 
“A wise son, what does he say? “What is the meaning of the testimonies, statutes, and laws 
which Hashem our G-d has commanded you (אתכם etkhem)?” but instead of etkhem you – 
we find us (אותנו otanu). The remainder of the passage has no significant differences from 
our Haggadah.

Now in the Talmud Yerushalmi (Pesachim 10:4) there are a number of textual differences. 
First, the Yerushalmi cites Rabbi Hiya as the author of the passage. Each of the four sons 
is referred to in their questions as ben – ben Hakham, ben Rasha, ben Tipaish (not Tam 
.foolish) and ben sheino yodei-ah lishol – טיפש simple but – טם

The wise son also uses “commanded us – otanu” in his question. The response to his 
question is “It was with a mighty hand that Hashem brought us out from Egypt, the house 
of bondage” (Ex. 12:27). which is the answer found in the Torah to the question of Exodus 
12:26 which is the source of the ben Rasha, the wicked son’s question.

The wicked son’s question is expanded “What does this service mean to you” – all this 
bothersome ritual that you burden us with each and every year? “Had that man been in 
Egypt he would never have been worthy of redemption.” 4

The Tipaish’s (not ben Tipaish) question is identical to that in the Haggadah, but the 
answer is significantly different. You too (af atah) teach him the laws of the Passover “we 
do not add after the Pesah offering “afikoman.” 5 That one who was in this havurah, group 
for the sacrifice, should enter into another group.

מכילתא דרבי ישמעאל בא – מסכתא דפסחא פרשה י״ח .3
4. The expression that man oto ha’ish according to some is sometimes used as a euphemism for Jesus. A subject 

for another day.
5. This is clearly the Yerushalmi’s understanding of the expression אין מפטירין אחר הפסח אפיקומן.
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STANDARD HAGGADAH TALMUD YERUSHALMI (VILNA) 
TRACTATE PESACHIM CHAPTER 10

The Torah speaks of four sons; a wise one, a 
wicked one, a simple one, and who is not 
able to ask a question.

Rabbi Hiyya taught: The Torah taught in re-
gard to four sons – the wise son, the wicked 
son, the foolish son, the son who knows not 
how to ask.

A wise son, what does he say? “What is the 
meaning of the testimonies, statutes, and 
laws which Hashem our G-d has com-
manded you (אתכם etkhem)?” (Dt. 6:20) 
Explain to him the laws of the Pesach: that 

“no dessert may be eaten after the Passover 
sacrifice.”

A wise son, what does he say? “What is the 
meaning of the testimonies, statutes, and 
laws which Hashem our G-d has com-
manded us?” Tell him, “With a strong hand 
the Lord brought us out of Egypt from the 
house of slavery.”

The wicked son, what does he say? “What 
does this service mean to you (לכם lakhem)?” 
(Ex. 12:24). By the words “to you” he implies 
that this service is only for you – not for him. 
By excluding himself from the community, 
he denies G-d. So, blunt his teeth: “This is 
done on account of what the Hashem did for 
me when I came out of Egypt”(Ex. 13:8). For 
me, not for him; had he been there, he would 
not have been redeemed.

A wicked son, what does he say? “What 
does this service mean to you?” What is this 
bother for us every year? Since he excludes 
himself from the general you too say to him: 

“It is for this that the Lord did for me” for me 
he did it for that man He did not do it. If that 
man were in Egypt he would never have 
been worthy of being redeemed from there.

The simple son asks: “What is this all about?” 
Tell him, “With a strong hand Hashem 
brought us out of Egypt from the house of 
slavery”(Ex. 13:14).

What does a fool say? What is this? You 
teach him the laws of the Pesach. That one 
does not add after the Pesah afikoman, i.e. 
that one should not leave this group and 
join another group.

As for the son who is unable to ask a question, 
you must open up the subject to him, as it is 
written: “You shall tell your son on that day: 
This is on account of what Hashem did for me 
when I came out of Egypt” (Ex. 13:8).

A son who does not know to ask you must 
open up the subject to him. Rabbi Yose said 
the Mishna said this: If the son does not 
have knowledge the father teaches him.
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It’s Not New Information

These discrepancies were long noted. Rabbi Moshe ben R. Avraham Matt (b. Poland 1551), 
a student of the Maharshal wrote: “It is written in a number of books: which Hashem our 
G-d has commanded us.” It is an error for the language of Scripture is which Hashem our G-d 
commanded you.” 6

We see from his remarks that there were Haggadot in his day that followed the wording 
of the Mekhilta and the Yerushalmi, but he asserts these Haggadot were misprints. He does 
not allude to the variants in the early sources and assumes that the quote of the passage 
Torah is an error.

R. Nahum Ash (1858–1936) wrote a commentary on Maimonides’ Mishne Torah. He cites the 
Rambam’s version of the Haggadah which has the text “Which Hashem our G-d has commanded 
us.” At first glance his words are problematic because in scripture Deuteronomy 6:20 it is 
written “you.” But our master’s words derive from the Yerushalmi Pesahim (10:4) and the 
Mekhilta at the end of Parashat Bo where the text is like the words of our master.” 7

There are two significant points here. The first is that, at least some versions of Rambam’s 
Haggadah, used the word “us” in the wise son’s question. Even more significant, after 
finding a source for this variant text, Rambam is not bothered by the fact that it does not 
match the Torah.

When we look at the evidence it seems to me that the original version has the wise son 
using the word “us.” That sets up the clear contrast with the wicked son without resorting to 
explanations that ignore the obvious thrust of criticism of the wicked son – “for you and not 
for him.” At some point the difference between the texts in the Haggadah using “us” in the 
wise son’s question raised questions since the text in the Torah is “you.” Simple response –  
assume that the version found in the Haggadah was a misquote, and therefore, simply fix 
the quoted “us” by substituting “you” and the problem is solved. There is no discrepancy 
between the wording of the question in the Torah and the wording found in the Haggadah.

What to Do?

Most contemporary Haggadot take no notice of this change in the language of the Wise Son’s 
question. Other than ignoring this I have seen several ways of dealing with it. The Haggadah 
published by Ktav Publishing, which was widely used by Hebrew schools in the U.S., did 
not change the Hebrew text but translated the Wise Son’s question using “us.” There is no 
mention of this discrepancy. To my surprise I found the same phenomenon in a Haggadah 
with Rabbi Shlomo Riskin’s commentary. In recent additions of Haggadot published by the 
Conservative Movement the Hebrew text for the question of the wise son was that used by 
the Mekhilta and the Yerushalmi: “What is the meaning of the testimonies, statutes, and 
laws which Hashem our G-d has commanded us?” The distinction between the question of 

מטה משה עמוד העבודה ליל הסדר סימן תרל״ז .6
ציוני מהר״נ הלכות חמץ ומצה פרק ו׳ הלכה י״ב .7
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the wise son, who says “us” and the wicked son who says “you,” but it no longer matches 
the Torah’s wording nor most Haggadot.

I believe that the ideal way to treat this would be to use the language of the traditional 
Haggadot but note the original text.

As we see the author of the passage did not feel bound by the wording of the Torah in 
constructing his description of approaches to the Seder night. He mixes and matches verses, 
rearranging the questions and answers and even supplies his own wording. Later genera-
tions saw this text and assumed an error had crept in because that is not what the Torah 
says. So, the passage of the Four Sons was corrected. However, that correction weakened the 
author’s clear statement. It opened the door for creative interpretive acrobatics but misses 
the author’s simple proposition – the wise Jew joins with the community. His questions 
are meant not to challenge but to better understand the seder ritual and what it means to 
be part of the Jewish People.

What we see here in the history of an important passage in the Haggadah should be a 
lesson for us. Be careful when correcting the words of others. What you see as an error, 
may indeed be correct.


