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ֹאמֶר־ וַתּֽ לָ֖ךְְְ אֶת־הַיָּלֶֽד׃  תֵינִק֥  וְְ רִיֹּ֑ת  עִבְְְ הָֽ ן  מִ֖ קֶת  ה מֵינֶ֔ ֣ ָ  לָךְְְ֙ אִשּׁ

הַיָּלֶֽד׃  ם  אֶת־־־אֵ֥ א  רָ֖ קְְְ וַתִּ ה  מָ֔ עַלְְְ הָֽ לֶךְְְ֙  וַתֵּ֙ לֵ֑כִי  ע֖הֹ  רְְְ ת־־־פַּ בַּ הּ   לָ֥

י  לִ֔ ינִקִײ֣הוּ  הֵֽ וְְ הַזֶּה֙  אֶת־־־הַיֶּלֶ֤ד  יכִי  הֵילִ֜ עֹ֗ה  רְְְ ת־־־פַּ בַּ הּ  לָ֣ ֹאמֶר  וַתּ֧

of the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?” “Go,” 
said Pharaoh’s daughter. So the girl went away and called 
the child’s mother. “Take this child,” Pharaoh’s daughter 
told her; “nurse him for me, and I will pay you your wage.” 

ח

ט

2:9  Nurse maids for the wealthy

In pre-modern societies, breastfeeding 
was the only way women could feed their 
babies. If a mother was unable to produce 
milk, or if she was incapacitated or died 
during childbirth, a wet nurse was hired 
to feed the baby.

In ancient Egypt, wet nurses were hired 
not only by families who had no alter-
native, but also by royal families, families 
from the social elite, and even families of 
highly skilled workmen to ease the burden 
of early motherhood.

A  woman who recently had given birth, 
and perhaps had lost her own baby, would 
become a wet nurse. She could also have 
been a woman whose baby was healthy, 
but who produced enough milk to feed 
two babies at once.

In some cases, an infant lived with the wet 
nurse and her family until being weaned. 
Ancient Egyptian texts tell us that usually 
a child was weaned at the age of three. 
Typically, the wet nurse was paid for her 
own food, and for the care of the baby.

If a wet nurse was hired by the royal 
household, she moved to the royal palace 
with her family. Her own children and the 
royal children grew up together. Due to 
this very close and almost familial relation-
ship, the royal children and the children of 
the wet nurse had a sort of “milk brother-

hood” that at times led to their developing 
close relationships that were maintained 
throughout their lives. The husband and 
sons of the wet nurse benefited from this 
relationship when a little prince became 
the monarch, perhaps receiving an ap-
pointment to a high-ranking position by 
the new king.

A depiction from the tomb of King Tut-
ankhamun (14th century BCE) shows the 
royal wet nurse Maia suckling the heir to 
the throne seated on her lap, dressed in 
full regalia. In this role, she was a source 
of pride for her sons and husband, who 
were grateful to her for the opportunities 
her position afforded them.

In the Exodus story, the daughter of Pha-
raoh discovers an abandoned baby and 
needs to hire a wet nurse. Waiting and 
watching, Miriam offers her mother’s ser-
vices, allowing Yokheved unexpectedly to 
be able to nurse and raise her own son 
after she had sent him away in his “ark.” 
Only when he is weaned, probably at the 
age of three, does he join the household 
of the daughter of Pharaoh. ■ RSH

Maia, wet nurse of King Tutankhamun
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י  ם אֱלהֵֹ֨ אֲבֹֽתֵיכֶ֗ י  רָאֵל֒ יהו֞ה אֱלהֵֹ֣ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣  הֹ תֹאמַר֮ אֶל־בְְּ כּ֣ ה  משֶֹׁ֗

י  מִ֣ ְְ זֶה־שּׁ אֲלֵיכֶ֑ם  נִי  לָחַ֣ שְְׁ יַעֲֽק֖בֹ  י  וֵֽאלהֵֹ֥ ק  חָ֛ יִצְְְ י  אֱלהֵֹ֥ ם  רָהָ֜ אַבְְְ

 ֤ תָּ מַרְְְ אָֽ ל וְְ רָאֵ֗ נֵי֣ יִשְְְׂ תָּ֞ אֶת־־־־זִקְְְ סַפְְְ אָֽ ךְְְ וְְ לֵ֣ ֹר׃ דֹ֥ר דּֽ י לְְ רִ֖ זֶה֥ זִכְְְ ם וְְ עֹלָ֔ לְְ

ם  רָהָ֛ אַבְְְ י  אֱלהֵֹ֧ י  אֵלַ֔ ה  אָ֣ נִרְְְ אֲבֹֽתֵיכֶם֙  אֱלהֵֹ֤י  יהו֞ה  אֲלֵהֶם֙ 

לָכֶ֖ם  וּי  עָשׂ֥ אֶת־הֶֽ וְְ ם  כֶ֔ אֶתְְְ י֙  תִּ דְְְ קַ֙ פָּ קֹ֤ד  פָּ לֵאמֹ֑ר  יַעֲֽק֖בֹ  וְְ ק  חָ֥ יִצְְְ

נַעֲֽנִי֙  כְְּ רֶץ הַֽ יִם֒ אֶל־־־־אֶ֤ רַ֒ נִי֣ מִצְְְ עֳֳ כֶם֮ מֵֽ עֲלֶ֣ה אֶתְְְ ר אַֽ יִם׃ וָֽאֹמַ֗ רָֽ מִצְְְ בְְּ

חָלָב֖  ת  זָבַ֥ רֶץ  אֶל־אֶ֛ י  בוּסִ֑ הַיְְְ וְְ י  ֖ חִוִּ הַֽ וְְ י  רִזִּ֔ הַפְְּ וְְ אֱמֹרִי֙  הָֽ וְְ י  חִתִּ֔ הַ֣ וְְ

לֶךְְְ  אֶל־־־מֶ֣ ל  רָאֵ֜ יִשְְְׂ י  נֵ֨ זִקְְְ וְְ ה֩  אַתָּ וּבָאתָ֡  ךָ  קֹלֶ֑ לְְ ע֖וּ  מְְ ֽ שָׁ וְְ שׁ׃  בָֽ וּדְְְ

ינוּ  עָלֵ֔ ה  רָ֣ נִקְְְ רִיִּים֙  עִבְְְ הָֽ אֱלהֵֹ֤י  יהו֞ה  אֵלָיו֙  ם  ֤ תֶּ וַֽאֲמַרְְְ יִם  רַ֗ מִצְְְ

יהו֥ה  לַֽ ה  חָ֖ בְְּ נִזְְְ וְְ ר  בָּ֔ דְְְ מִּ בַּ יָמִים֙  ת  ל֤שֶֹׁ שְְׁ רֶךְְְ  ֣ דֶּ א  לֲכָה־נָּ֞ נֵֽ ה  עַתָּ֗ וְְ

חמישי טז

יז

יח

3:18���Taking�time�off�for�worship

The modern site of Deir el-Medina is lo-
cated on the west bank of the Nile in the 
region of ancient Thebes (modern-day 
Luxor), near the Valley of the Kings. The 
village of Deir el-Medina was a settlement 
of artisans, employed by the crown, who 
built the royal tombs in the Valley of the 
Kings between the Eighteenth and the 
Twentieth Dynasties (1550–1080 BCE). 

The craftsmen were divided into two work 
gangs, each responsible for one side of the 
royal tomb, supervised by a foreman. They 
dug the tomb, plastered its walls, drew 
the scenes and the hieroglyphs, sculpted 
them, and finally painted the reliefs. This 
work required a high level of skill, which 
was difficult because light and fresh air 
were scarce. 

The foremen had to keep a record of work 
attendance and reported absences to the 
scribe; ostraca and papyri found at Deir 
el-Medina document absences of the roy-
al artisans. The most frequent reason for 
absence was illness. However, there were 
many other reasons for the workmen to 
have a day off: scorpion bites, mourning, 
drinking, a new baby, and fighting.

A workman could take a day off because 
he was “offering to his god” or participat-
ing in a religious ritual or holiday, often 
on weekends. The ancient Egyptian work 
week was ten days long. According to the 
Deir el-Medina records, the last two days 
of each week, and often the first day of the 
following week, were free. In this context, 
the Israelites’ request to go and worship 
their God for three days seems in perfect 
order with an Egyptian norm. ■ RSH

 Deir el-Medina and the Temple 
of Irinufer, Luxor

say this to the Israelites: The Lord God of your fathers, 
the God of Avraham, the God of Yitzḥak, and the God of 
Yaakov, has sent me to you. This is My name forever, and this 
is how I will be remembered through the ages. “Go, gather 
the elders of Israel and tell them: The Lord God of your 
fathers appeared to me – the God of Avraham, Yitzḥak, and 
Yaakov – saying: I have watched over you and I have seen 
what is being inflicted upon you in Egypt. And I promise 
to bring you out of the misery of Egypt to the land of the 
Canaanites and Hittites, the Amorites and Perizzites, the 
Hivites and Jebusites, to a land flowing with milk and honey. 
“They will listen to you. Then you and the elders of Israel 
shall go to the king of Egypt and tell him, ‘The Lord God 
of the Hebrews has revealed Himself to us. Send us forth 
now for a three-day journey into the wilderness to sacrifice 
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אוֹת֙  לְְ הָיָה֤  וְְ ה׃  ֽ דֶּ אֶפְְְ נַי֖  בָּ כ֥וֹר  ל־־־בְְּ כָָ וְְ ים  כָרִ֔ הַזְְּ חֶם֙  רֶ֙ טֶ֤ר  ל־־־פֶּ כָָּ

יהו֖ה  נוּ  הֽוֹצִיאָ֥ ד  יָ֔ חֹ֣זֶק  בְְּ י  כִּ֚ עֵינֶי֑ךָ  ין  ֣ בֵּ טֽוֹטָפֹ֖ת  וּלְְְ ה  כָ֔ עַל־־־יָדְְ֣

טז

firstborn animal to the Lord, and redeem all my firstborn 
sons.’“It shall be a sign on your arm and an emblem between 
your eyes – with a mighty hand the Lord rescued us from 

13:16-19���Tefillin�in�archaeology

Among the thousands of written scroll 
fragments discovered in the Dead Sea 
area, archaeologists at Qumran found sev-
eral scrolls that are actually tefillin, “phylac-
teries,” dating from the time of the Second 
Temple. Most of the parchments that were 
found were either separate fragments or 
were embedded in crushed phylacteries 
boxes. 

Scholars extracted parchments from some 
of the boxes, which had not been opened 
by the archaeologists when they found 
them. These parchments were carefully 

13:16-19���Tefillin�in�halakha

The commandment to wear tefillin – or 
in English, “phylacteries,” from an ancient 
Greek word meaning “amulet” – is based 
on verses 16 and 19 here, and on verses 6:8 
and 11:18 in Deuteronomy. The command-
ment is observed by means of two small 
boxes containing Torah passages written 
on pieces of parchment; leather bands 
connect the boxes to the wearer’s body. 
One box is worn on the forehead, between 
the eyes; and one is tied to the arm, on the 
inside of the upper arm muscle – opposite 
the wearer’s heart. Although early sages 
wore tefillin all day, the modern practice 
is to wear them only during the morning 
prayer service. ■ Ed.

unrolled by experts who had experience 
taking apart Egyptian papyri.

In addition to the phylacteries scrolls 
found in Qumran, two sets of phylacteries 
from the time of Bar Kokhba (132–135 CE) 
were discovered in caves in the Judean 
Desert. Each of the two represents a dif-
ferent tradition, regarding the order of the 
texts in the phylacteries – known as the 

traditions of Rashi and Rabbenu Tam. Both 
of the phylacteries that were found includ-
ed texts from Exodus 12:43-13:16, but one 
has an additional verse – the verse about 
honoring parents from the Ten Command-
ments (Ex. 20:11).

The phylacteries found in Qumran are the 
earliest examples we have of ritual objects 
used in daily prayer. In fact, the Qumran 
scrolls are two thousand years old. A Jew-
ish community – thought to be the Es-
senes – existed in Qumran from the 2nd 
century BCE until the 1st century CE. This is 
the community believed to have used the 
scrolls found in the area. The settlement 
was destroyed during the Great Revolt of 
66–70 CE against the Romans. ■ Ed.

H A L A K H A

 Modern-day tefillin

 Tefillin 
discovered at 
Qumran
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16:33  Tzintzenet  

The word tzintzenet appears only once in 
the entire Tanakh. It refers to the jar used 
to preserve the manna – so that future 
generations would see the sustenance 
provided to the Israelites at the time of 
the Exodus. 

The word tzintzenet is clearly distinguished 
from the common term for an all-purpose 
jar, kad. While the exact details of this par-
ticular tzintzenet are not provided here, the 
long-term preservation of organic matter 
in sealed jars was well-known throughout 
the ancient Near East, particularly in funer-
ary rites. The most famous example is the 
canopic jars of ancient Egypt – four jars 
used to preserve the major internal organs 
of an individual for use in the afterlife.

16:36  Omer and ephah – 
measurements

The term omer as a unit of dry measure-
ment appears just once in the Tanakh. In 
contrast, the term ephah – which is slightly 
less than 25 liters (about 6.5 gallons) – is 
mentioned in several places. But beyond 
this passage, the tenth part of an ephah is 
not called an omer but rather an issaron, 
literally meaning a tenth (Ex. 29:40; Lev. 
5:11, 14:12; Num. 15:4).

The Hebrew word omer appears elsewhere 
in Tanakh to mean sheaves – a different 
context entirely. It seems to have fallen 
into disuse as a unit of measurement. Even 
the ephah itself – despite its multiple men-
tions in the Torah as a dry unit of mea-
surement – seems to have become less 
common in later times. Ephah is explicitly 
described in Ezekiel 45:11, which defines 
it as the equivalent of a bath, the Hebrew 
term for a unit of measurement of volume. 
Were it a common measurement, this ex-
planation would have been unnecessary.

A possible reason for the lack of clarity 
surrounding measurements is the Israel-
ites’ transition from the ancient Egyptian 
system of weights and measurements to 
the Babylonian system. The Egyptian sys-
tem used units based on multiples of 1, 10, 
20, 40, 80, and 160 as the basic unit. The 
Babylonian system used units founded on 
multiples of 6, with the basic units being 1, 
12, 24, 60, and 72. ■ MT

Throughout the ancient Near East, earth-
enware vessels sealed in wax were a 
common method of storing valued items. 
In fact, some of the Dead Sea Scrolls dis-
covered in the Qumran caves had been 
preserved in this manner and, likewise, 
Jeremiah 32:14 mentions putting legal 
documents in an “earthenware vessel” 
to ensure that the documents would be 
preserved. ■ MT

Canopic jars of Neskhons, wife of Pinedjem II, calcite with wood,  
Deirel-Bahri royal cache, 10th century BCE

Ancient Egyptian gold rings being 
weighed, wall painting from tomb, 
Thebes, 14th century BCE

N E A R  E A S T
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א

ב

ג

י יהו֑ה  ֣ ם עַל־־־־פִּ עֵיהֶ֖ מַסְְְ ין לְְ ר־־־־סִ֛ בַּ דְְְ רָאֵ֧ל מִמִּ נֵיֽ־־־־יִשְְְׂ ת בְְּ ל־־־־עֲדַ֨ ע֠וּ כָָּ יִּסְְְ וַ֠

ה  עִם־משֶֹׁ֔ הָעָם֙  וַיָּרֶ֤ב  הָעָֽם׃  ֹת  תּ֥ לִשְְְׁ יִם  מַ֖ ין  אֵ֥ וְְ ים  פִידִ֔ רְְְ בִּ חֲנוּ֙  יַּֽ וַֽ

רִיבוּן֙  מַה־תְְּ ה  משֶֹׁ֔ לָהֶם֙  וַיֹּ֤אמֶר  ה  ֑ תֶּ נִשְְְׁ וְְ יִם  מַ֖ נוּ  נוּ־לָ֥ תְְּ ר֔וּ  וַיֹּ֣אמְְ

יִם וַיָּלֶ֥ן הָעָ֖ם  ֤ם הָעָם֙ לַמַּ֔ א שָׁ מָ֨ וּן אֶת־יהוֽה׃ וַיִּצְְְ נַסּ֖ י מַה־תְְּ דִ֔ עִמָּ

י  אֹתִ֛ ית  הָמִ֥ לְְ יִם  רַ֔ צְְְ מִמִּ נוּ  עֱלִיתָ֣ הֶֽ זֶּה֙  ה  לָמָּ֤ וַיּ֗אֹמֶר  ה  ֑ עַל־־־מֹשֶׁ

יז שביעי

All the community of Israel moved on after that from the 
desert of Sin, traveling from place to place as the Lord 
guided them, and they camped at Refidim, but there was 
no water there for the people to drink. The people started 
to wrangle with Moshe. “Give us water to drink,” they raged. 
“Why do you wrangle with me?” asked Moshe. “Why are you 
testing the Lord?” But the people were thirsty for water. 
They railed against Moshe, “Why did you bring us out of 
Egypt? Was it to kill me, my children and all my livestock 

17

17:6  Mount Sinai

Where is Mount Sinai? Jewish tradition 
correlates Mount Sinai with Mount Ĥorev, 
which is mentioned in various passages. 
But the biblical text provides few clues – 
aside from Deuteronomy 1:2, which states 
that Mount Sinai is an eleven-day journey 
from Kadesh Barnea via Mount Seir. A sec-
ond hint is that the date in Exodus 19:1 sug-
gests it took six weeks for the Israelites to 
travel to Mount Sinai after leaving Egypt.

A Christian tradition established in the 4th 
century CE indicates that the location of 
Mount Sinai is Jebel Musa, in the south-
ern Sinai Peninsula. Biblical scholar Edward 
Robinson proposed that the mountain is 
nearby, on the peak of Ras Safsafeh. 

But others offer alternative locations. Ma-
jor C.S. Jarvis, a British officer in the early 
20th century, opposed locating Mount 
Sinai in the southern part of the Sinai 

G E O G R A P H Y

Peninsula – pointing out its inhospitable, 
rugged terrain. He believed the site was 
Jebel Helal, a 2,920-foot mountain in the 
northern Sinai that stands alone on an 
otherwise flat plain; it is a potential can-
didate because of it can be said to be an 
eleven-day journey to Kadesh Barnea.

Other scholars suggested the site is in 
northern Arabia (ancient Midian) – pos-
sibly one of the region’s active volcanoes, 
or a peak on the eastern shore of the Gulf 
of Aqaba near Jebel el-Lawz. However, this 
latter area is not an eleven-day journey from 
Kadesh Barnea. ■ IBZ

Saint Catherine’s monastery, built by order of Emperor Justinian I in the 6th century CE, at the foot of a potential site for Mount Sinai

1
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20:3–5�  Prohibitions against images 
and gods

The broad prohibitions against polytheism 
and idolatry, which are expressed in these 
verses, were unique in the ancient world.

All peoples in the ancient Near East were 
polytheistic. Mesopotamia had thousands 
of minor gods, with about twenty major 
deities in Babylon and forty or so others in 
Egypt. Each city had its own patron deity 
and temples abounded, each dedicated 
to a deity. 

The concept of idolatry refers to a belief 
that the living presence of a god is found 
in a statue or image – that physical repre-
sentations of deities must be worshipped 

and served. The divine presence entered 
the image through a well-known ancient 
Near East magical “mouth washing” ritual, 
which included a purification ceremony 
that the polytheists believed “opened the 
mouth” and enabled the statue to eat, 
drink, speak, hear and smell.

Statues were a major focus of worship 
throughout the ancient Near East, begin-
ning in Mesopotamia and Egypt around 
the 3rd millennium BCE. Often, a statue 
was carved from wood or stone and en-
cased in gold and silver, with precious 
jewels representing eyes and ears. The 
primary role of the priests was to care for 
and feed these idols, and to maintain the 
temple and its grounds. 

When a city was defeated in war, conquer-
ors often carried away its statues to show 
the power of their own gods over those 
of the conquered city. Sometimes victors 
would destroy these images – the only 
situation in which divine images were de-
liberately demolished was outside of Israel.

In contrast to the pervasive ancient Near 
Eastern belief in polytheism and practice 
of idolatry, the Ten Commandments de-
termine that God is One, that He is super-
natural, eternal, and not subject to magic, 
and that His presence cannot be reduced 
to any object. They also define the exclu-
sive loyalty of Israel to God – a loyalty that 
was an inherent component of the Sinai 
Covenant (see "Covenant in the form of 
Hittite suzerainty treaty" on page 105). ■ JU

 The goddess Ishtar holding 
her symbol. terracotta relief, 
early 2nd millennium BCE, 
Eshnunna

N E A R  E A S T
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ו
ז

ח
ט

י

יא

fathers to the third and fourth generation, but to those who 
love Me and keep My commands – I shall act with faithful 
love for thousands.         Do not speak the name of the 
Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not hold guiltless 
those who speak His name in vain.
Remember the Sabbath to keep it holy. Six days you shall 
work, and carry out all your labors, but the seventh is a 
Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it, do no work – neither 
you, nor your son or daughter, your male or female servant, 
your livestock, or the stranger within your gates. For in 
six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all  

    ל֥אֹ     י׃ וֹ�תָֽ מִצְְְ י  רֵ֥ ֹמְְ שֽׁ וּלְְְ י  אֽהֲֹבַ֖ לְְ ים  אֲלָפִ֑ לַֽ סֶד  חֶ֖ ה  ע֥שֶֹׂ וְְ

ת  אֵ֛ יהו֔ה  ה֙  נַקֶּ יְְ ל֤אֹ  י  ֣ כִּ א  וְְְ ֑ ָ לַשּׁ יךָ  אֱלהֶֹ֖ ם־־־יהו֥ה  אֶת־־־שֵׁ א  ֛ ָ  תִשּׂ

א׃ וְְְ ֽ ָ מ֖וֹ לַשּׁ א אֶת־שְְׁ ֥ ָ ר־יִשּׂ אֲשֶׁ

ל־־־־ יתָ כָָּ ֖ עָשִׂ וְְ עֲב֔דֹ  ֽ תַּ ת יָמִים֙  ֤שֶׁ וֹ׃ שֵׁ שֽׁ קַדְְּ ֖ת לְְ בָּ ַ זָכ֛וֹר אֶת־י֥וֹם הַשּׁ

ל־־־־ ה כָָ עֲשֶׂ֨ יךָ לאֹ־תַֽ ֖ת לַֽיהו֣ה אֱלהֶֹ֑ בָּ י שַׁ בִיעִ֔ ְְ יוֹם֙ הַשּׁ ךָ׃ וְְ ֽ תֶּ לַאכְְְ  מְְ

ר  ֥ ךָ֖ אֲשֶׁ גֵֽרְְ ךָ וְְ תֶּ֔ הֶמְְְ ךָ֙ וּבְְְ תְְ ךָ֤ וַֽאֲמָֽ דְְּ ךָ עַבְְְ ךָ֣ וּבִתֶּ֗ ה ׀ וּבִנְְְ ֣ ה אַתָּ לָאכָ֜ מְְ

רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֗ יִם וְְ מַ֣ ָ ה יהו֜ה אֶת־הַשּׁ ת־יָמִים֩ עָשָׂ֨ שֶׁ ֽ י שֵׁ ֣ יךָ׃ כִּ עָרֶֽ שְְְׁ בִּ

20:7–10  A week is a Tanakh 
innovation

The concept of the Sabbath, as defined 
in this verse, is primarily an expression of 
social-religious justice throughout society: 
the fact that nobody can work – or make 
anyone else work – for one day each week 
grants rights to the lower classes that they 
did not enjoy in other societies in the an-
cient Near East. 

The seven-day week was first introduced 
by the Torah, and it reflects the biblical 
story of the seven days of creation. In 
contrast, the religious and civil calendar 

of ancient Mesopotamia was tied exclu-
sively to the phases of the moon and to 
moon worship. 

The ancient Egyptians recognized the 
chief phases of the moon in their naming 
of the calendar days of each month but 
did not subdivide each lunar cycle into 
distinct weeks.

The only rough approximate to the bibli-
cal week occurs in the Neo-Babylonian 

lunar sacrifices mentioned in Ach-
aemenid texts (550–330 BCE) 

from Uruk. The sacrifices 
fall on the 7th, 14th, 

21st, and 28th days 
of the month, 
though some-
times they would 
take place a day 
or two earlier. 

In a similar vein, the 15th day of the lu-
nar month – when the moon is full – is 
marked in the Akkadian epic Atrahasis as 
shapattu. Assyriologists theorize that this 
term may be related to the Sabbath de-
fined by the Torah. 

In terms of a day of rest, there is evidence 
in the Third Ur Dynasty (Sumer, 22nd to 
21st century BCE) that certain groups were 
given days of rest and holidays. But those, 
too, were tied to the lunar calendar.

In contrast to the common practice 
throughout the ancient Near East, the 
Sabbath observance defined by the Torah 
was an innovation. It established both the 
seven-day week and represented the first 
universal labor law in the ancient Near 
East. ■ IBZ, JU

Atrahasis clay tablet, Babylonian story 
of the flood, Sippar, 17th century BCE
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that they contain, and He rested on the seventh day. 
And so the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it 
holy.           Honor your father and mother. Then you 
will live long in the land that the Lord your God is giving 
you.	 Do not murder.� Do not  
commit adultery.	 Do not steal.� Do not  
bear false witness against your neighbor.� Do not  
crave your neighbor’s house.�  Do not  
crave your neighbor’s wife, his male or female servant, his 
ox, his donkey, or anything else that is your neighbor’s.”
Every one of the people witnessed the thunder and lightning 
and the sound of the ram’s horn and the smoke-covered 
mountain; they saw and they shook – and they stood at a 
distance, and said to Moshe, “Speak to us yourself and we 
will listen, but let not God say any more to us, or we will 

ךְְְ  רַ֧ בֵּ ן  עַל־כֵּ֗ י  בִיעִ֑ ְְ הַשּׁ יּ֣וֹם  בַּ וַיָּנַ֖ח  ם  ר־בָּ֔ ל־אֲשֶׁ אֶת־כָָּ וְְ אֶת־הַיָּם֙ 

יךָ  אֶת־אָבִ֖ ד  ֥ בֵּ      כַּ     הוּ׃ ֽ שֵׁ קַדְְּ וַֽיְְְ ֖ת  בָּ ַ הַשּׁ אֶת־י֥וֹם   יהו֛ה 

יךָ  ר־יהו֥ה אֱלהֶֹ֖ ה אֲשֶׁ אֲדָמָ֔ ל הָֽ יךָ עַ֚ אֲרִכ֣וּן יָמֶ֔ עַן֙ יַֽ מַ֙ ךָ לְְ ֑ אֶת־אִמֶּ וְְ

ל֣אֹ  צַ֖ח� ל֥אֹ תִרְְְ ׃	 ךְְְ ן לָֽ נֹתֵ֥

לאֹ נֹ֔ב� ל֣אֹ תִגְְְ ף	 אָ֑ תִנְְְ

ל֥אֹ קֶר׃� ֽ עֲךָ֖ עֵ֥ד שָׁ רֵֽ עֲנֶה֥ בְְ תַֽ

לֽאֹ ךָ� ית רֵעֶ֑ ֣ מ֖דֹ בֵּ תַחְְְ

ר  ֥ אֲשֶׁ כ֖לֹ  וְְ וַֽחֲמֹר֔וֹ  שׁוֹר֣וֹ  וְְ וַֽאֲמָתוֹ֙  וֹ  דּ֤ עַבְְְ וְְ ךָ  רֵעֶ֗ ת  שֶׁ אֵ֣ מֹ֞ד   תַחְְְ

ךָ׃ רֵעֶֽ לְְ

ר  פָֹ֔ הַשּׁ ק֣וֹל  אֵת֙  וְְ ם  ידִ֗ פִּ אֶת־הַלַּ וְְ אֶת־הַקּוֹל֜תֹ  ים  רֹאִ֨ ל־הָעָם֩  כָָ וְְ

רוּ֙ אֶל־ וַיֹּֽאמְְ רָחֽקֹ׃  ד֖וּ מֵֽ וַיַּעַֽמְְְ עוּ  וַיָּנֻ֔ א הָעָם֙  רְְְ וַיַּ֤ ן  ֑ ר עָשֵׁ אֶת־הָהָ֖ וְְ

ן־ ים פֶּ נוּ אֱלהִֹ֖ ֛ ר עִמָּ ֥ דַבֵּ אַל־יְְ עָה וְְ מָ֑ נִשְְְׁ וְְ נוּ  ֖ ה עִמָּ ֥ ר־אַתָּ בֶּ דַּ ה   משֶֹׁ֔

־־־־־

־־־־־

שביעי

20:14  Covet in its literary context

The Hebrew root ĥ m d, meaning covet, 
indicates not just an emotional desire but 
a craving for a specific object with intent 
to acquire it, as in Micah’s accusation (Mic. 
2:2), “They coveted fields and seized them.” 
This Semitic root and meaning are not 
unique to Hebrew; it is also found in the 
Amarna letters and in Phoenician texts, 
as well as in two Ugaritic myths in which 
the god Baal is said to covet a bull and a 
field. However, in the ancient milieu, the 
Torah’s use of this root is different in that it 
not only points out an element of criminal 
psychology, but preemptively legislates 
against it. 

Our verse also contains an example of 
a common ancient Near Eastern literary 
technique, the numerical pattern of three-
four (that is, three elements plus a fourth). 
Prof. Yair Zakovitch, one of the foremost 
scholars of biblical literary analysis, has 
shown that this pattern is ubiquitous in 
both epic and legal sources in the ancient 
Near East, specifically, in Ugarit and Mes-
opotamia. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that it is found throughout the Tanakh. It 
appears earlier in the Ten Commandments 
in verse 5, which refers to “the third and 
the fourth generations.” One of the literary 
developments of this pattern is its expan-
sion to three pairs followed by a fourth 
element, thereby creating a six-seven 
pattern – as occurs in our verse: (1–2) “Do 
not crave your neighbor's house/wife“; 
(3–4) “his male/female slave“; (5–6) “his 
ox/donkey“; (7) “or anything that is your 
neighbor’s.” ■ JU

Phoenician 
inscription, Alanya 
Archaeological 
Museum, Turkey
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die.” “Do not be afraid,” said Moshe to the people, “God has 
come to lift you up, so that the awe of Him will be with you 
always, keeping you from sin.” But the people remained at a 
distance while Moshe approached the thick darkness where 
God was.                Then the Lord said to Moshe, 
“This is what you shall tell the Israelites: You yourselves have 
seen that I, from the heavens, have spoken to you. Have 
no others alongside Me; make yourselves no silver gods, 
no golden gods. Make for Me an altar of earth and on that 
sacrifice your burnt offerings and peace offerings, your sheep 
and your cattle. Wherever I cause My name to be invoked, 

וֹת  נַסּ֣ עֲבוּר֙  בַֽ לְְ י  כִּ֗ אוּ֒  ירָ֒ אַל־תִּ אֶל־הָעָם֮  ה  ֣ מֹשֶׁ וַיּ֨אֹמֶר  נָמֽוּת׃ 

י  ֥ תִּ בִלְְְ נֵיכֶ֖ם לְְ אָת֛וֹ עַל־פְְּ יֶה֧ יִרְְְ הְְְ עֲב֗וּר תִּ וּבַֽ ים  אֱלהִֹ֑ ֖א הָֽ בָּ ם  כֶ֔  אֶתְְְ

ר־ אֲשֶׁ ל  עֲרָפֶ֔ אֶל־הָֽ שׁ֣  נִגַּ ה֙  וּמשֶֹׁ רָח֑קֹ  מֵֽ הָעָ֖ם  וַיַּעֲֽמ֥דֹ  אוּ׃  חֱטָֽ  תֶֽ

הֹ  כּ֥ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ יהוה֙  וַיֹּ֤אמֶר                   ים׃ אֱלהִֹֽ הָֽ ם  ֖  שָׁ

י  תִּ רְְְ ֖ בַּ דִּ יִם  מַ֔ ָ מִן־הַשּׁ י  כִּ֚ ם  אִיתֶ֔ רְְ ם  ֣ אַתֶּ ל  רָאֵ֑ יִשְְְׂ נֵי֣  אֶל־בְְּ ר  תֹאמַ֖

וּ  עֲשׂ֖ תַֽ ל֥אֹ  ב  זָהָ֔ י  וֵֽאלהֵֹ֣ סֶף֙  כֶ֙ אֱל֤הֵֹי  י  ֑ אִתִּ וּן  עֲשׂ֖ תַֽ ל֥אֹ  כֶֽם׃   עִמָּ

יךָ֙  אֶת־־־עֽלֹתֶֹ֙ יו  עָלָ֗  ֣ תָּ זָבַֽחְְְ וְְ י֒  ה־־־לִּ עֲשֶׂ ֽ תַּ אֲדָמָה֮  ח  ֣ בַּ מִזְְְ  לָכֶֽם׃ 

ר  ֣ אֲשֶׁ קוֹם֙  ל־־־הַמָּ כָָ בְְּ ךָ  קָרֶ֑ אֶת־־־בְְּ וְְ ךָ֖  אֶת־־־צֹֽאנְְ יךָ  לָמֶ֔ אֶת־־־שְְׁ  וְְ

מפטיר

20:21  Altars from unworked stones

With the commandment to construct sim-
ple altars, the Torah sets itself apart from 
religions in the ancient Near East of the 
time, in which elaborate hewn stone or 
crafted metal altars were common. 

By and large, sacrificial practices defined 
by the Torah shared many commonalities 
with rituals throughout the ancient Near 
East including libations, the use of domes-
ticated animals, the use of grain, the role of 
the priesthood, and the placement of the 
altar in an outdoor space before a central 
place of worship.

Despite this commandment to make al-
tars of rough stones and earth, altars have 
been discovered made of hewn stone. 
Apparently, these were built both by the 
Israelites and by the Canaanites. 

Small four-horned incense altars fash-
ioned of stone or pottery have been found 
at sites throughout Israel, from Jerusalem 
and Tel Arad in the south to Hazor in the 
north. The absence of humble earth al-
tars in archaeological contexts may be 
because of their inherently impermanent 
nature. ■ IBZ

Altar at Karnak, 
Hellenistic Egypt
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23:4  Return of lost animals

The Torah states that a person who finds a 
lost domestic animal of his enemy is legally 
obliged to bring it back to its owner. If an 
enemy’s animal must be returned, then it 
would seem that the lost animal of anyone 
else must be returned. This latter concept 
appears in ancient Near Eastern law col-
lections as well.

For example, the laws of Eshnunna deter-
mined that an official who seized a stray ox 
or donkey was required to bring it back to 
its owner; otherwise, this was regarded as 

Farmer with ox plow, wooden sculpture, burial object, Middle Kingdom of 
Egypt, ca 2000 BCE

וֹר  שׁ֧ ע  גַּ֞ תִפְְְ י  ֣       כִּ      רִיבֽוֹ׃ בְְּ ר  ֖ דַּ תֶהְְְ ל֥אֹ  ל  דָ֕ וְְ ֹת׃  הַטּֽ  לְְ

י־־־ ֽ        כִּ       לֽוֹ׃ נּוּ  יבֶ֖ שִׁ תְְּ ב  ֥ הָשֵׁ תּעֶֹ֑ה  חֲמֹר֖וֹ  א֥וֹ  ךָ֛   אֹֽיִבְְְ

עָז֥בֹ  ל֑וֹ  עֲז֣בֹ  מֵֽ  ֖ תָּ דַלְְְ חָֽ וְְ א֔וֹ  ָ מַשּׂ חַת  ֣ תַּ רבֵֹץ֙  שֹׂנַאֲֽךָ֗  חֲמ֣וֹר  ה  אֶ֞  תִרְְְ

רִיבֽוֹ׃  בְְּ ךָ֖  יֽנְְֹ אֶבְְְ ֥ט  פַּ מִשְְְׁ ה  ֛ תַטֶּ ל֥אֹ               וֹ׃ עִמּֽ עֲז֖בֹ  ֽ חמישי תַּ

siding with the crowd. Do not show favoritism even to 
a poor man in a dispute.            “If you come across 
your enemy’s ox or donkey going astray – bring it back 
to him.               If you see the donkey of someone 
who hates you, fallen under its load, resist the impulse to 
leave it there. Help him to release it.              “Do not 
subvert the rights of the needy when they come to court.  

ג
ד

ה

ו

a crime of theft. Similarly, the Hittite laws 
demanded that a stray domestic animal 

be returned to its rightful owner; other-
wise, the finder was considered to be a 

thief. Other statutes in 
this collection ordered 
that if anyone found a 
lost domestic animal 
and gelded it, the an-
imal’s owner must be 
compensated.

While these ancient 
Near Eastern law collec-
tions provide the spe-
cifics of each situation, 
the Torah stipulates the 
directive alone, without 
delving into the details. 
The Torah’s directive to 
return an animal be-
longing to an enemy 
is unique in the ancient 
Near East, as is the law 
in verse 5 about helping 
an enemy’s animal with 
its burden. ■ IP
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יק  ֖ דִּ לֽאֹ־־־אַצְְְ י  ֥ כִּ הֲר֔גֹ  ֽ ל־־־תַּ אַֽ יק֙  צַדִּ וְְ י  נָקִ֤ וְְ ק  חָ֑ רְְְ תִּ קֶר  ֖ בַר־־־שֶׁ מִדְְּ

י  רֵ֥ בְְְ דִּ ֖ף  יסַלֵּ וִֽ ים  חִ֔ קְְְ פִּ ֣ר  עַוֵּ יְְ ֹחַד֙  ֙ הַשּׁ ֤י  כִּ ח  ֑ תִקָּ ל֣אֹ  ֹחַד  שׁ֖ וְְ ע׃  ֽ רָשָׁ

י־־־ ֽ כִּ ר  הַגֵּ֔ אֶת־־־נֶפֶ֣שׁ  ם֙  תֶּ דַעְְְ יְְ ם  אַתֶּ֗ וְְ ץ  חָ֑ תִלְְְ ל֣אֹ  גֵר֖  וְְ ים׃  יקִֽ  צַדִּ

ךָ  צֶ֑ אֶת־־־אַרְְְ ע  רַ֣ זְְְ תִּ נִי֖ם  שָׁ שׁ  ֥ שֵׁ וְְ יִם׃  רָֽ מִצְְְ רֶץ  אֶ֥ בְְּ ם  הֱיִיתֶ֖ ים   גֵרִ֥

לוּ֙  כְְ אָֽ הּ וְְ תָּ֗ טַשְְְׁ ה וּנְְְ נָּ טֶ֣ מְְ שְְְׁ ת תִּ בִיעִ֞ ְְ הַשּׁ הּ׃ וְְ בֽוּאָתָֽ ֖ אֶת־־־־תְְּ תָּ סַפְְְ אָֽ וְְ

Keep far from a false charge. Do not bring death on the 
innocent and righteous, for I will not acquit the wrongdoer. 
Take no bribe, for bribes blind the sighted and subvert the 
cause of the just. “Do not oppress a stranger. You know 
what it is to be a stranger, for you were strangers in the 
land of Egypt.“For six years, sow your land and gather its 
crops, but in the seventh let it rest and lie fallow. Let the 
needy of your people eat from it, and what they leave, let 

ז

ח

ט

י

יא 23:8  Bribery

In modern legal systems, judges are pro-
hibited by law from taking bribes. In the 
ancient Near East, this was not the case; 
judges and other officials worked for pay, 
and their fees were often paid by the people 
who submitted cases. In Assyria, in the 14th 
to 12th century BCE, there was a special term 
for such payments, shulmanu, related to the 
biblical shalmonim, meaning “gifts“ (Is. 1:23). 
The size of the payments was not limited, 
which inevitably allowed affluent individu-
als to receive better treatment in the courts 
and with state authorities. ■ YB

Life in an 
ancient 
Egyptian 
bazaar or 
marketplace, 
drawn by 
Faucher-
Gudin, 1903
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