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1 What is the hedge which the Torah made about its 
words? Lo, it says, Also thou shalt not approach unto a 
woman . . . as long as she is impure by her uncleanness 
(Lev. 18: 19). May her husband perhaps embrace her or 
kiss her or engage her in idle chatter? The verse says, 
thou shalt not approach. May she perhaps sleep with him 
in her clothes on the couch? The verse says, thou shalt 
not approach. May she wash her face perhaps and paint 
her eyes? The verse says, And of her that is sick with her 
impurity (Lev. 15: 33): all the days of her impurity let her 
be in isolation. Hence it was said: She that neglects 
herself in the days of her impurity, with her the Sages are 
pleased; but she that adorns herself in the days of her 
impurity, with her the Sages are displeased. 

 

 

2 There was once a certain man who had studied much 
Scripture and had studied much Mishnah and attended 
upon many scholars, who died in middle age. His wife 
took his tefillin and kept making the rounds of the 
synagogues and study houses, crying aloud and weeping. 
“Masters," she said to the Sages, “it is written in the 
Torah, For it is thy life and the length of thy days (Deut. 
30: 20). My husband studied much Scripture and studied 
much Mishnah and attended upon many scholars. Why 
did he die in middle age?" There was not a person who 
could answer her. One time she encountered Elijah, of 
blessed memory. “My child,” he asked her, “why art thou 
weeping and crying?" "Master," she answered him, “my 
husband studied much Scripture and studied much 
Mishnah and attended upon many scholars, yet he died 
in middle age." Said Elijah to her, “During the first three 
days of thine impurity, how did he conduct himself in thy 
company?” “Master," she replied, "he did not touch me, 
God forbid! Even with his little finger. On the contrary, 
this is how he spoke to me: ‘Touch nothing lest it become 
of doubtful purity.’ " "During the last days of thine 
impurity, how did he conduct himself in thy company? " 
“Master," she replied, "I ate with him and drank with him 
and in my clothes slept with him in bed; his flesh touched 
mine but he had no thought of anything." "Blessed be 
God who killed him," Elijah exclaimed; "for thus it is 
written in the Torah, ‘Also thou shalt not approach unto a 
woman as long as she is impure by her uncleanness.’” 
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Lo, Scripture says, None of you shall approach to any that 
is near of kin to him (Lev. 18:6). Hence it was said: Let no 
man be alone with any woman in an inn, even with his 
sister or his daughter or his mother-in-law, because of 
public opinion. Let no man chat with a woman in the 
market place, even if she is his wife, and, needless to say, 
with another woman, because of public opinion. Let no 
man walk behind a woman in the market place, even 
behind his wife, and, needless to say, another woman, 
because of public opinion. Here (Lev. 18:6) it is said, You 
shall not approach and later (Lev. 18:19) it is said, Thou 
shalt not approach; (hence,) approach nothing which 
might lead to transgression, keep far from what is 
hideous and from whatever seems hideous. Therefore 
the Sages have said: Keep far from minor sin lest it lead 
thee to grievous sin; be quick to carry out a minor 
commandment for it will lead thee to a major 
commandment. Lo, Scripture says, Thy belly is like a heap 
of wheat hedges! In by lilies (Cant. 7: 3). Thy belly is like a 
heap of wheat refers to the congregation of Israel 
Hedged in by lilies refers to the seventy Elders. Another 
interpretation. Thy belly is like a heap of wheat refers to 
the minor commandments that are tender. Hedged in by 
lilies teaches this: when Israel put them into practice, 
they are led thereby to the life of the world to come. How 
so? One’s wife in her menses is alone with him at home. 
If he is so minded he cohabits with her; if he is otherwise 
minded he does not cohabit with her. Does then anyone 
see him, or does anyone know to tell him aught? He fears 
only Him who commanded against contact with a 
menstruant. (Again,) one has suffered a pollution. If he is 
so minded he bathes; if he is otherwise minded he does 
not bathe. Does anyone see him, or does anyone know to 
tell him aught? He fears only Him who commands ritual 
immersion. The same may be said of the law of dough 
offering; and the same may be said of the law of first 
shearings.“’ These minor commandments, tender " as 
lilies, when Israel put them into practice, lead them to the 
life of the world to come.  
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3 What is the hedge which Moses made about his words? 
Lo, it says, And the Lord said unto Moses: Go unto the 
people and sanctify them today and tomorrow (Exod. 
19:10). Moses the righteous did not wish to speak to 
Israel the way the Holy One, blessed be He, had spoken 
to him. Instead, this is what he said to them: Be ready 
against the third day; come not near a woman (Exod. 
19:15). And of his own accord Moses added one day for 
their sake. For thus reasoned Moses: If a man cohabits 
with his wife and on the third day semen issues from her, 
they will be unclean; in that event Israel will receive the 
words of the Torah from Mount Sinai in impurity. I shall 
therefore add a day for their sake, so that no man shall 
cohabit with his wife, on the third day no semen will issue 
from her, and they will be clean. And thus Israel will 
receive the words of the Torah from Mount Sinai in 
purity. This is but one of the things which Moses did of 
his own accord. He reasoned by inference and his 
judgment coincided with God’s: He kept away from his 
wife, and his judgment coincided with God’s. He kept 
away from the tent of meeting, and his judgment 
coincided with God’s. He broke the tables of the 
Commandments, and his judgment coincided with God’s.  

 

 
 

He kept away from his wife, and his judgment coincided 
with God’s. What is that? He said to himself: If as regards 
Israel—who were sanctified for the occasion only and 
invited only to receive the Ten Commandments from 
Mount Sinai—the Holy One, blessed be He, instructed 
me, Go unto the people and sanctify them today and 
tomorrow (Exod. 19:10) ; all the more as regards myself, 
that am appointed for this each and every day and every 
single hour, and know not when He will speak to me, 
whether by day or by night, that I keep away from my 
wife! And his judgment coincided with God’s. 

 

 
 
 

Rabbi Judah ben Bathyra says: Moses kept away from his 
wife only because he was so told by the mouth of the 
Almighty, as it is said, With him do I speak mouth to 
mouth (Num. 12:8): mouth to mouth I told him “Keep 
away from thy wife," and he stayed away. Some say: 
Moses did not keep away from his wife until he was so 
told by the mouth of the Almighty; for it is said, Go say to 
them: Return ye to your tents (Deut. 5:27), and it is 
written, But as for thee, stand thou here by Me (Deut. 5: 
28). He went back but kept away from his wife. And his 
judgment coincided with God’s. 
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He kept away from the tent of meeting. What is that? He 
said to himself: If as regards my brother Aaron—who was 
anointed with the anointing oil and clothed in many 
priestly garments which he wears in a state of holiness 
only——the Holy One, blessed be He, said, Speak unto 
Aaron thy brother, that he come not at all times into the 
holy place (Lev. 16:2); all the more as regards myself, that 
am [not] appointed for this, that I keep away from the 
tent of meeting! He kept away from the tent of meeting, 
and his judgment coincided with God’s. 

 

 
 

He broke the tables of the Commandments. What is that? 
It was said: When Moses went up on high to receive the 
tables of the Commandments, which had been inscribed 
and put away since the six days of Creation—as it is said, 
And the tables were the work of God, and the writing was 
the writing of God, graven upon the tables (Exod. 32: 16): 
read not graven (harut) but freedom (herut), for 
whosoever studies Torah is a free man. 

 
 
 

At that time the ministering angels conspired against 
Moses and exclaimed, "Master of the Universe, What is 
man, that Thou art mindful of him? and the son of man, 
that Thou thinkest of him? Yet Thou hast made him but 
little lower than the angels, and hast crowned him with 
glory and honor. Thou hast made him to have dominion 
over the works of Thy hands; Thou hast put all things 
under his feet; sheep and oxen, all of them, yea, and the 
beasts of the fields; the fowl of the air, and the fish of the 
sea,” etc. (Ps. 8:5-9). They kept murmuring against 
Moses, saying "What is this offspring of woman who has 
come up on high?" As it is said, Thou hast ascended on 
high, thou hast led captivity captive; thou hast taken gifts 
(Ps. 68: 19). But he took the tables of the 
Commandments and descended, and was exceedingly 
glad. When he beheld that offense, which they 
committed in the making of the golden calf, he said to 
himself, "How can I give them the tables of the 
Commandments? I shall be obligating them to major 
commandments and condemning them to death at the 
hands of Heaven; for thus is it written in the 
Commandments, Thou shalt have no other gods before 
Me" (Exod. 20: 3). He then started back, but the seventy 
Elders saw him and ran after him. He held fast to one end 
of the tables and they held fast to the other end of the 
tables; but the strength of Moses prevailed over theirs, as 
it is said, And in all the mighty hand, and in all the great 
terror, which Moses wrought in the sight of all Israel 
(Deut. 34:12). 
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He looked at the tables and saw that the writing had  
disappeared from them. How can I give Israel tables 
which have naught to them, he thought; better that I take 
hold and break them. As it is said, And I took hold of the 
two tables, and cast them out of my two hands, and 
broke them (Deut. 9: 17). 
 

 אמר מעליהן כתב שפרח וראה בהן נסתכל)
 שאין הלוחות את לישראל להם נותן אני היאך
 שם) שנאמר ואשברם אאחוז אלא ממש בהם

 שתי מעל ואשליכם הלוחות בשני ואתפוש( ט
 (.ואשברם ידי

 
 

Rabbi Yose the Galilean says: I shall tell thee a parable; to 
what may this be likened? To a king of flesh and blood 
who said to his steward, "Go and betroth unto me a 
beautiful and pious maiden, of seemly conduct.” That 
steward went and betrothed her. After he had betrothed 
her, he went and discovered that she played the harlot 
with another man. Forthwith, of his own accord, he made 
the following inference; said he, "If I now go ahead and 
give her the marriage deed, she will be liable to the 
penalty of death, and thus we shall have separated her 
from my master forever." So too did Moses the righteous 
make an inference of his own accord. He said: "How shall 
I give these tables to Israel? I shall be obligating them to 
major commandments and make them liable to the 
penalty of death, for thus is it written in the tables, He 
that sacrificeth unto the gods, save unto the Lord only, 
shall be utterly destroyed (Exod. 22: 19). Rather, I shall 
take hold of them and break them, and bring Israel back 
to good conduct." 

 

 
 

[And I broke them before your eyes (Deut. 9: 17)] lest 
Israel say, “Where are the first tables which thou wert to 
bring down? The whole story is naught but fiction!"  
 
 

 הראשונות הלוחות היכן ישראל יאמרו שמא
 .בדאי אלא דברים אין הורדת אשר

 

Rabbi Judah ben Bathyra says: Moses broke the tables 
only because he was so told by the mouth of the 
Almighty, as it is said, With him do I speak mouth to 
mouth (Num. 12: 8): mouth to mouth I said to him, 
"Break the tables."  
 

 את משה שבר לא אומר בתירא בן יהודה רבי
' שנא הגבורה מפי לו' שנא אלא הלוחות

 פה אל פה בו אדבר פה אל פה( יב במדבר)
 (הלוחות את שבר לו אמרתי
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And some say: Moses broke the tables only because he 
was so told by the mouth of the Almighty, as it is said, 
(And the two tables of the Covenant were in my two 
hands.) And I saw, and behold, ye had sinned against the 
Lord your God (Deut. 9: 15 f.):  it says And I saw only 
because he saw that the writing had disappeared from 
them. Others say: Moses broke the tables only because 
he was so told by the mouth of the Almighty, as it is said, 
And there they are, as He commanded me (Deut. 10: 5): it 
says He commanded me only because he was 
commanded to break them. 
 

 שנאמר אלא הלוחות את משה שבר לא א"וי
 והנה וארא( ט דברים) שנאמר הגבורה מפי לו

 אלא וארא אומר אינו אלהיכם' לה חטאתם
 אומרים אחרים. מעליהם כתב שפרח שראה

 מפי לו' שנא אלא הלוחות את משה שבר לא
' ה צוני כאשר שם ויהיו( י שם' )שנא הגבורה

 ושברן שנצטוה אלא צוני אומר אינו

 
Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah says: Moses broke the tables 
only because he was so told by the mouth of the 
Almighty, as it is said, Which Moses wrought in the sight 
of all Israel (Deut. 34: 12): even as in that instance he 
acted by command, so here he acted by command. Rabbi 
‘Akiba says: Moses broke the tables only because he was 
so told by the mouth of the Almighty, as it is said, And I 
took hold of the two tables . . . and I broke them (Deut. 
9:17). (Now,) what does a man take hold of? What he can 
. . . Rabbi Me’ir says: Moses broke the tables only 
because he was so told by the mouth of the Almighty, as 
it is said, Which thou didst break (Deut. 10: 2), (that is to 
say,) “More power to thee for having broken them!”  

 משה שבר לא אומר עזריה בן אלעזר רבי. 
 הגבורה מפי לו שנאמר אלא הלוחות את

 כל לעיני משה עשה אשר( לד שם) שנאמר
 נצטוה כאן אף ועשה נצטוה להלן מה ישראל
 הלוחות את משה שבר לא אומר ע"ר. )ועשה
 ואתפוש' שנא הגבורה מפי לו שנאמר אלא
 שיכול במה תופס אדם במה הלוחות בשני

 הלוחות את משה שבר לא אומר מ"ר לבוראן
( י שם' )שנא הגבורה מפי לו שנאמר אלא
 (:ששברת כחך יישר שברת אשר

 
 
 
 

4 Hezekiah king of Judah did four things (of his own 
accord) and his judgment coincided with God’s. He 
suppressed the book of healings, and his judgment 
coincided with God’s. He broke the brazen serpent in 
pieces and his judgment coincided with God’s, as it is 
said, And he broke in pieces the brazen serpent . . . for 
unto those days the children of Israel did offer to it; and it 
was called Nehushtan (II Kings 18:4). He removed the 
high places and the altars and his judgment coincided 
with God’s, as it is said, Hezekiah hath taken away His 
high places and His altars, and commanded Judah and 
Jerusalem, saying, Ye shall worship before one altar, and 
upon it shall ye offer (II Chron. 32: 12). He stopped the 
waters of Gihon and his judgment coincided with God’s, 
as it is said, Hezekiah stopped the upper spring of the 
waters of Gihon, and brought them straight down on the 
west side of the city of David. And Hezekiah prospered in 
all his works (II Chron. 32: 30) and his judgment coincided 
with God’s). 
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5 What is the hedge which Job made about his words?  
Lo, it sayd, A wholehearted and an upright man, one that 
feareth God, and shunneth evil (Job 1:8). This teaches 
that Job kept himself far from things which lead to 
transgression, from what is hideous and whatever seems 
hideous. And why does the verse add, A wholehearted 
and an upright man? This teaches that Job was born 
circumcised.  

 
 
 

Adam, too, was born circumcised, for it is said, And God 
created man in His own image (Gen. 11:27). Seth, too, 
was born circumcised, for it is said, And (Adam) begot a 
son in his own likeness, after his image (Gen. 5: 3). Noah, 
too, was born circumcised, for it is said, Noah was in his 
generations a man righteous and perfect (Gen. 6: 9). 
Shem, too, was born circumcised, for it is said, And 
Melchizedek king of Salem (Gen. 14: 18). Jacob, too, was 
born circumcised, for it is said, And Jacob was a perfect 
man, dwelling in tents (Gen. 25: 27). Joseph, too, was 
born circumcised, for it is said, These are the generations 
of Jacob, Joseph (Gen. 37: 2). For properly it should say, 
"These are the generations of Jacob, Reuben." Why then 
does the verse say Joseph? Only (to teach us that) even 
as Jacob was born circumcised, so also was Joseph born 
circumcised. And Moses, too, was born circumcised, for it 
is said, And when she saw him that he was a goodly child 
(Exod. 2: 2). Now, what did his mother see in him that 
made him more comely and magnificent than all other 
human beings? Only that he was born circumcised. The 
wicked Balaam, too, was born circumcised, for it is said, 
The saying of him who heareth the words of God (Num. 
24: 4). Samuel, too, was born circumcised, for it is said, 
And the child Samuel grew on, and increased in favor (I 
Sam. 2: 26). David, too, was born circumcised, for it is 
said, Michtam of David. Keep me, O God; for I have taken 
refuge in Thee (Ps. 16: 1). Jeremiah, too, was born 
circumcised, for it is said, Before I formed thee in the 
belly I knew thee, and before thou camest forth out of 
the womb I sanctified thee (Jer. 1 : 5). Zerubbabel, too, 
was born circumcised, for it is said, In that day . . . will I 
take thee, O Zerubbabel, My servant, the son of Shealtiel, 
saith the Lord, and will make thee as a signet (Hag. 2: 23). 
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What hedge did Job made about his words?  Lo, it says, I 
made a covenant with mine eyes; how then should I look 
upon a maid (Job 31: 1). This teaches that Job was 
particularly strict with himself and would not look even 
upon a maiden. Now, is there not an inference to be 
drawn here? If even in regard to a maiden-whom if he so 
desired he might wed himself, or give to his son to wed, 
or to his brother, or to a relation Job was particularly 
strict with himself and would not look upon her; all the 
more in regard to another man’s wife! And why was Job 
so strict with himself that he would not look even upon a 
maiden? For Job said, If I should look upon her today and 
on the morrow another man comes and weds her, it will 
turn out that I have been looking upon another man’s 
wife. 

 

 
 
 

6 What was the hedge which the Prophets made about 
their words? Lo, it says, The Lord will go forth as a mighty 
man, He will stir up jealousy like a man of war; He will cry, 
yea, He will shout aloud (Isa. 42: 13): (yet God is) not 
merely like one mighty man but like all the mighty men in 
the world. So, too, The lion hath roared, who will not 
fear? The Lord God hath spoken, who can but prophesy 
(Am. 3: 8): (yet God is) not merely like one lion but like all 
the lions in the world. So, too, And behold, the glory of 
the Lord God of Israel came from the way of the east; and 
His voice was like the sound of many waters; and the 
earth did shine with His glory (Ezek. 43: 2). The sound of 
many waters refers to the angel Gabriel. And the earth 
did shine with His glory refers to the presence of the 
Shekinah. Now is there not an inference to be drawn 
here? If Gabriel, who is but one of thousands upon 
thousands and myriads upon myriads that stand before 
Him, has a voice which travels from one end of the world 
to the other, how much more so the King of kings of 
kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, who created the 
whole universe, who created the beings on high and the 
beings below! But the eye is shown what it can see and 
the ear is permitted an hear what it can hear. 
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7 What is the hedge which the Holy Writings made about 
their words? Lo, it says, Remove thy way far from her, and 
come not nigh the door of her house (Prov. 5:8). Remove 
thy way far from her refers to sectarianism. When a man is 
told, "Go not among the sectarians and enter not into their 
midst, lest thou stumble through them," he might retort, “I 
have confidence in myself that, although I enter into their 
midst, I shall not stumble through them"; (or) perhaps thou 
mightest say, "I will listen to their talk and then retire." 
Therefore the verse says, None that go unto her return, 
neither do they attain unto the paths of life (Prov. 2:19). It is 
written, She hath prepared her meat, she hath mingled her 
wine: she hath also furnished her table (Prov. 9: 2). Such are 
the wicked. For when a man enters into their circle, they 
feed him and give him drink and clothe him and shelter him 
and give him much money. As soon as he becomes one of 
them, they each claim their own and take it away from him. 
And of them it is said, Till an arrow strike through the liver; 
as a bird hasteneth to the snare—and knoweth not that it is 
at the cost of his life (Prov. 7: 23). Another interpretation. 
Remove thy way far from her refers to a harlot. For a man is 
told, "Walk not in this market place and enter not this lane, 
for a comely and far-famed harlot is there." And if he says, I 
have confidence in myself that, although I go there, I shall 
not stumble because of her, he is told, Although thou hast 
confidence in thyself, walk not there lest thou stumble 
through her. For lo, the Sages have said that a man should 
not get into the habit of passing by a harlot’s door, for it is 
said, For she hath east down many wounded; yea, a mighty 
host are all her slain (Prov. 7: 26). 

 

 
8 What is the hedge which the Sages made about their 
words?  In that the Sages say: The evening Shema may be 
recited until midnight (only). Rabban Gamaliel says: Until 
the cock crows. Wherein is the hedge? When a man 
returns from his work, let him not say, I will eat a bit and 
drink a bit and nap awhile and afterward I shall recite the 
Shema; for he will sleep through the night and not recite 
the Shema. Instead, when a man returns from his work in 
the evening, let him go to the synagogue or to the study 
house. If he is accustomed to study Scripture, let him 
study Scripture; if he is accustomed to study Mishnah, let 
him study Mishnah; and if not, let him (at least) recite the 
Shema and pray. And whoever transgresses the words of 
the Sages is guilty of a mortal oifense. Rabban [Simeon] 
ben Gamaliel says: Sometimes a man may recite the 
Shema twice in one night, once immediately before the 
morning star rises and once immediately after the 
morning star rises, and thus fulfill his obligation for the 
day and for the night. [(Thereupon,) the Sages arose and 
made a tall hedge about their words.] 
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9 AND RAISE MANY DISCIPLES. For the School of Shammai 
says: One ought to teach only him who is talented and 
meek and of distinguished ancestry and rich. But the 
School of Hillel says: One ought to teach every man, for  
there were many sinners in Israel who were drawn to the 
study of Torah, and from them descended righteous, 
pious, and worthy folk.  

 


