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Parshat Mishpatim 5781 

The meaning of Brit Ha’aganot 

The end of Parshat Mishpatim contains a puzzling narrative of 11 psukim (Shmot 24:1-
11) colloquially referred to as “Brit Ha’aganot” (The Covenant of the Basins). In this 
narrative, Moshe is commanded to go up to G-d, while Aharon, Nadav, Avihu and the 
Elders bow from a distance. Moshe ascends, returns, and tells Bnei Yisrael   ה י ְיהוָָּ֔ ֵ֣ ְבר  ל־דִּ כָּ
ים ִ֑ טִּ ְשפָּ ל־ַהמִּ ת כָּ ֵ֖  to which they respond (all the words of Hashem and all the Mishpatim) ְוא 
“Naaseh” (we will do). He makes an altar and 12 Matzeivot (pillars), one for each tribe, 
and has sacrifices brought by the “Ne’arim” (youths). He places half the blood from these 
sacrifices in basins and throws the other half on the altar. He then reads Bnei Yisrael the 
“Sefer HaBrit,” to which they famously respond “Naaseh viNishmah” and sprinkles the 
blood on Bnei Yisrael. Then Moshe, Aharon, Nadav, Avihu and the Elders go up the 
mountain to G-d, where they “see” G-d, who does not harm them. They eat and drink. 

This story raises many questions that puzzle the Mefarshim, including its chronology. 
Rashi holds this takes place on the 4th of Sivan before Ma’amad Har Sinai (the giving of 
the Torah), while Ramban argues this takes place afterwards per the chronological order 
of the Torah. These contrasting chronological approaches result in quite different 
answers to other questions on the story such as: What are the Mishpatim Moshe tells 
Bnei Yisrael about, who are the Ne’arim (more on this later), when did Bnei Yisrael say 

Na’aseh VeNishma and whether the Elders sinned by eating and drinking before Hashem.  

While most of these questions are beyond the scope of this article, two questions I’d like 
to discuss are: 1) what is the bigger picture meaning of this story? 2) If it does occur 
before Ma’amad Har Sinai per Rashi’s approach, why does the Torah record it after first 
listing all the laws of Parshat Mishpatim? 

Rav Yonatan Grossman suggests the key to decoding this narrative lies in the striking 
parallels to Akeidat Yitzchak. In both circumstances, a group of people gather at the side 
of a mountain; a select few ascend, while the rest stay below. In both instances, those 
remaining behind are commanded to wait for the return of those who ascend. Avraham 
sees the place from afar (מרחוק); Hashem tells Moshe and the leaders to bow from afar 
 Both stories contain a three-day preparation period, the building of an alter and .(מרחוק)
sacrifices offered on it. Avraham and Moshe both arise early in the morning. Hashem did 
not raise His hands against the Elders who ate and drank in His  

 

presence (ֹו יָּדִ֑ ַלֵ֖ח  א שָּ ַאל־ ) and Avraham is told not to raise his hands against Yitzchak (ל ֹ֥
ְָֽדך   יָּ  ח  ְשַלַ֤  appears in both stories - Avraham names the place (seeing) ראיה The verb .(תִּ
"Hashem yir'eh”, meaning Hashem will be seen, and the Elders “see” G-d on Har Sinai. 
Indeed, the Midrash picked up on these connections to Har Sinai by suggesting Avraham 
and Yitzchak saw a cloud on the mountain. 

Rav Grossman suggests this story contains echoes of the Akeida to enable us to read it 
with this background in mind. One common thread running through the two texts is the 
notion of the sacrifice of first-borns – and particularly a substitution. Nearly all the 
Mefashim identify the “ne’arim” who bring the sacrifices in our parsha as the first-borns 
(remember Shevet Levi have not yet been chosen to replace them). Combining this with 
Ramban’s approach to sacrifice (see Vayikra 1:9), where he sees the concept of animal 
sacrifices as a substitute for self-sacrifice, we can arrive at a new understand of the 
ne’arim offering the sacrifices. Just like Avraham was able to substitute a ram for 
Yitzchak, so too can the sacrifices brought by the ne’arim on behalf of the nation 

represent substitutes for themselves.  

Rav Grossman also highlights a key difference between Akeidat Yitzchak and Brit 
Ha’aganot. In a variation of the word ראיה, the Akeida is characterised by the יראה (fear) 
of G-d, with Avraham being praised as a ירא אלוקים (one who fears G-d). The Akeida is 
performed alone and in solitude, the religious experience of Avraham and Yitzchak 
remains a personal and intimate one. In contrast, Brit Ha’aganot is full of jubilation and 
love, with eating and drinking marking the celebration of Matan Torah.  

Similarly, Rav Menachem Leibtag draws on these very same ahava (love) and yirah (fear) 
perspectives in answering why the Torah may divide the story of Ma’amad Har Sinai in 
half per Rashi’s approach. Perek 19 focuses on the yirah (fear) perspective, describing the 
people's fear and the awe-inspiring nature of this event.  In contrast, Perek 24 focuses on 
the ahava perspective, G-d's special closeness with Bnei Yisrael, which allows them to 
“see” Him and generates a joyous event, as they join in a festive meal (as the Shelamim 
sacrifices are eaten by all).  

Recording the 'fear' aspect' beforehand stresses the importance of the fear of G-d ('yirat 
shamayim') and how it must be the primary prerequisite for receiving the Torah. The 
ahava aspect is no less important, however it may be recorded at the conclusion of the 
entire unit of Matan Torah to stress that keeping G-d's mitzvot can help us build a 

relationship of 'ahavat Hashem'. 


