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Vaeschanan

Good Shabbos!

Parsha Vaeschanan is always read on Shabbos Nachamu -- the Shabbos after Tishah b’Av. In it Moses continues to 
speak to the people about Israel’s unique relationship to God. Among the memorable passages in this portion is the 
repetition of the 10 commandments given at Mt. Sinai, the first part of the Shema, and the wise son’s question in the 
Haggadah. I will speak today about the Ten Commandments.

If one compares the Ten Commandments read in today’s parsha with the one found in Parsha Yitro (Shemot, 
Chapter 20), one will see they are not exactly the same. For those who adhere to what is call the Documentary 
Hypothesis, which states there were multiple sources to the text as we have it today, the differences are explained 
that the two versions were derived from two different sacred traditions. This explanation also has the advantage of 
explaining why the account in Exodus takes place at Mt. Sinai while in today’s reading Moses talks about receiving 
the tablets at Mt. Horeb.

However, even if the Documentary Hypothesis is factual, in my opinion it leads to a dead end. Any divergence in our 
text may be explained away by saying that a poor editing job was performed when combining multiple traditions. On 
the other hand, by taking the traditional approach and seeing variations as purposeful, a fuller, richer, and more 
meaningful understanding may be discovered. According to the Talmud,1 both versions of the Ten Commandments 
were uttered by Hashem simultaneously in a manner that transcends human understanding. I hope, in the next few 
minutes, to demonstrate that the Jewish tradition takes the difference in the two versions of the Ten Commandments 
seriously. Indeed, much study has been spent over the ages on these differences.

The First Commandment reads the same in both versions; in neither version is it in the form of a command.

The Second Commandment, when read in Exodus, has a vov prefix that is not found in the version in Deuteronomy.
Likewise, the version in Deuteronomy has a vov prefix not found in the Exodus version. Exodus 20:3-6 and 
Deuteronomy 5:7-10 could be translated identically into English without changing either meaning. However, often 
the commandment in Exodus is translated slightly differently from how it is translated in Deuteronomy; for example, 
both the 1918 and the 1968 JPS translation, Aryeh Kaplan’s translation, the Stone Chumash, the Hertz Chumash, and 
Professor Everett Fox’s translation all contain subtle differences in the two versions.2 I have not learned the reason 
for having the vov in Deuteronomy but not in Exodus. Rabbi Yaakov ben Asher, a 13th century commentator, in his 
work Baal Haturim, does address the vov in Exodus that is not in Deuteronomy. Remember that the letter vov has 
the numeric value of six (6). According to R. Asher, the extra vov found in parsha Yitro alludes to the six types of 
images found in Deuteronomy 4:16-18 that we are not to fashion: 1) images in the form of a male; 2) the form of a 
female; 3) the form of any animal on the earth; 4) the form of any winged bird that flies in the heavens; 5) the form 
of anything that creeps on the ground; and 6) the form of any fish that is in the waters under the earth. Since this 
list of forbidden images is specified by Moses immediately before he restates the Ten Commandments, the vov that 
is found in Exodus is not required in Deuteronomy.3

There are no differences in the wording of the Third Commandment between the versions of Yitro and Vaeschanan.

In contrast, the very first word of the Fourth Commandment differs in the two versions! In parsha Vaeschanan we 
are told to observe Shabbat, while in parsha Yitro we are told to remember Shabbat. Chazal states we remember 
when we perform acts to honor the Sabbath: light candles or have a fine meal. We observe the Sabbath when we 
abstain from performing any of the acts that fall into one of the 39 categories of labor. Every Friday evening, when 
we sing Lecha Dodi, we are reminded that both words were spoken together. Our Siddur translates the start of its 
opening verse as, “Keep and Remember in one Divine word, our people at Sinai God’s command heard.”



A second difference in the Fourth Commandment is that the version in today’s reading contains the phrase “as 
Hashem has commanded.” This phrase is not found in the Exodus version. Our tradition points out that this phrase 
would be extraneous in the Exodus narrative since Sinai occurred soon after Israel left the camp at Marah, which is 
where Israel first received the Sabbath laws. Yet a third difference in this Fourth Commandment concerns the 
rationale supplied. Most of the Ten Commandments’ statements do not include a reason for obeying them. This is 
one that does. In Exodus the rationale is related to the creation story. We read: “For in six days Hashem made 
heaven and earth.” In Deuteronomy the reason is related to our leaving Egypt: “…you shall remember that you were 
a slave in the land of Egypt and Hashem, your God, has taken you out of there with a strong hand and outstretched 
arm…” Thus the Friday night Kiddush has both phrases: “as a reminder of the work of creation” and “a 
remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt.”

There are two phrases in the Fifth Commandment as given in Vaeschanan that do not occur in the Yitro version. The 
first phrase, “As Hashem has commanded,” was unneeded in Exodus since this command too, according to the 
rabbis, was given at Marah shortly before the revelation at Sinai.4 The Talmud5 explains that the second phrase, 
which is “so that you fare well,” is not in the Exodus version, since it would have been inappropriate to have the 
word “tov” (which means good) in the first set of tablets because the first set were destined to be destroyed.

Commandment Number Six prohibits murder; it reads the same in both Exodus and Deuteronomy.

Commandments Numbers Seven, Eight, and Nine read almost, but not quite, identically in the two versions. In 
Deuteronomy these three commandments begin with the letter vov, but the beginning vov is not found in the form 
given in Exodus. The Hertz Chumash6 comments that the commandments are connected by the conjunction “and,” 
to indicate that all sins against one’s fellow are equally wrong and that a person who breaks one of these 
commandments is likely to break another as well.

The version of Commandment Nine as found in Deuteronomy contains a difference in addition to its starting with a 
vov not found in the Exodus version. In Yitro we are told not to be a false witness, while in Vaeschanan Moses tells 
us not to be a vain witness. The commentaries explain that the term vain witness (the word used has the same 
Hebrew root used in the Third Commandment) is more inclusive than false witness. As explained in the Stone 
Chumash, even if the testimony will have no bearing on outcome, one must still be truthful.

The Tenth Commandment also differs in the two versions. In Deuteronomy, Moses lists one’s neighbor’s wife as not 
to be coveted first, while in Exodus it’s one’s neighbor’s house that is first on the list. Rambam explains that Moses 
made the position change because Moses realized that a person’s sensual desire is greater than the desire for 
additional property.7 A second difference is that in Exodus one is told not to covet all the items, while in 
Deuteronomy one’s neighbor’s wife is not to be coveted but the other items listed are not to be desired. Chezkuni8

and Rambam explain that covet forbids taking action, but desire includes fantasizing a plot even though one knows 
the plot would not be carried out. I find this prohibition on feeling troubling. Certainly it does not conform to the 
general Torah pattern that commands behavior, not thought. The rabbis did understand that controlling one’s 
feeling is not simple. Ben Zoma stated:9 “…who is strong? He who subdues his passions … ” Ibn Ezra sees desire as 
demonstrating a lack of faith in God. One who had complete faith in God would recognize that God gives property to 
individuals. To desire what is not yours is to question God’s plan.10

A final difference in the two versions of the Tenth Commandment is the inclusion of the word "field" in the 
Deuteronomy list. "Field" is not listed in the Exodus version. The Baal Haturim attributes Moses with adding this 
when he repeats the Ten Commandments, since Israel is about to cross the Jordan into the land and will soon obtain 
ownership of fields.

May we each be like the wise son of the Passover Haggadah whose question is found in today’s reading. When we 
notice apparent discrepancies we should still acknowledge that we are part of the people Israel and not let the 
discrepancies separate us from the larger community.
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