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Chapter XVII: Yitro (Ex. 18:1-20:23)

Essay 25. The connection between remembering the Sabbath and not bearing false witness
against a neighbor

The Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael (20:14) draws a parallel in the Ten Utterances (i.e., the
Ten Commandments) between the first five commandments and the last five commandments.' Le.,
a parallel between the first and sixth commandments, the second and seventh commandments, and
so forth. This essay considers the relationship between the fourth and ninth commandments.
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“Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy” (Ex. 20:8). “You shall not bear false
witness against your neighbor” (Ex. 20:13).
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The Sabbath is a sign between the Holy One, Blessed be He, and Israel,” and “the
remnant of Israel shall ... speak no falsehood.”’ The Sabbath is a remembrance of the
Creation of the world,* which was created through speech,’ and one who speaks falsely
damages the speech of his mouth. Truth sustains the world,’ but falsehood destroys it.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.

! Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael, 20:14, “How were the Ten Commandments given? Five on one tablet and five on
the other. . . . It is written ‘Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it,” and, opposite it, ‘You shall not testify (falsely),’
whereby Scripture apprises us that one who desecrates the Sabbath thereby testifies before Him who spoke and brought
the world into being that He did not create His world in six days and did not rest on the seventh day, and that one who
keeps the Sabbath thereby testifies before Him who spoke and brought the world into being that He created His world
in six days and rested on the seventh day, as it is written, ‘You are My witnesses, says the L-rd ... that | am He. Before
Me no god was created and there will be none after Me’ (Isaiah 43:10). . . . This is why the Ten Commandments were
given, five on one tablet and five on the other. These are the words of R. Chanina b. Gamliel.”

2Ex. 31:16-17.

3 Zephaniah 3:13.

4 Isaac ben Judah Abarbanel (1437-1508), Abarbanel on Torah, Num. 28:9.

3 Pirkei Avot 5:1, “With ten utterances the world was created.” Otzar Midrashim, Midrashim of Rabbi Akiba,
Aleph Bet of Rabbi Akiba 27: “The entire world was created through the utterance of the Holy One, Blessed be He.”

¢ Alshich on Torah, Genesis 22:13:2, “The truth is the foundation of the world.”
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Also, it is necessary to sanctify the Sabbath with words of the Torah, and whoever
says a lie and slander—what is his remedy? Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina says: If he is
a Torah scholar, let him study Torah.” Reish Lakish says: What is that which is written, ‘This
[shall be] the law of the leper in the day of his cleansing’ (Lev. 14:2)? [ This means that] this shall
be the law of a defamer. I.e., leprosy was a result of slander.® “A soothing tongue is a tree of life,
but its perverseness is a broken spirit” (Prov. 15:4). l.e., one who damages his speech should
remedy his behavior by developing a humble spirit.’
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The Iyun Ya’akov commentary at the beginning of tractate Shevuot questions: Why in
the final set of the Ten Utterances (i.e., the Ten Commandments as repeated in Deuteronomy), is
it written, “Guard the Sabbath day and keep it holy, as the L-rd your G-d has commanded you”
(Deut. 5:12), which they explain in the Gemara, where Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: “As He
commanded you at Marah” [where Israel was first instructed regarding the Sabbath, before
receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai],'® and why in the first set of the Ten Utterances in Leviticus
is it not said, “as He commanded you”? The solution is according to his way, and see there.'

The Iyun Ya’akov notes that the words “remember” of Ex. 20:8 and “guard” of Deut. 5:12
were spoken simultaneously at Mount Sinai.!> He suggests that when Israel was first instructed
regarding the Sabbath, at Marah (i.e, before Moses received the law at Mount Sinai), G-d only said
“guard” the Sabbath. “Remember” was added at Mount Sinai to imply, “do not forget it as you
have done until now,” such as by collecting mannah on the Sabbath.!* Thus, in the first recitation
of the Ten Utterances, when Scripture says, “Remember the Sabbath day” (Ex. 20:8), it wouldn’t
have been appropriate to add, “as the L-rd your G-d has commanded you,” i.e., at Marah, for at
Marah, G-d had only said “guard” and not “remember.” With the second recitation of the Ten
Utterances, where we find at Deut. 5:12, “Guard the Sabbath day,” it made sense to add, “as the
L-rd your G-d has commanded you,” i.e., at Marah, as G-d had said “guard” at Marah.

7 Arakhin 15b.

8 Ibid.

9 Ibid.

10 Shabbat 87b.

' Jacob ben Joseph Reischer (Bechofen) (1661-1733), Austrian rabbi. His sefer, [yun Ya’akov (Wilmersdorf,
1729) is a commentary on the En Ya'akov. The commentary for Shevuot 20b appears on page 98a of the [yun Ya akov.

12 Sifrei Devarim 233:1; Yerushalmi Nedarim 9a.

13 See Ex. 16:27.



Zera Shimshon now proposes an alternative reason:
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In my poor opinion, it appears that it was specifically in the final set of the Ten
Utterances that it is appropriate to say, “As He commanded you at Marah,” which was not
so in the first set of the Ten Utterances. The sense is that we know that saving a life pushes off
observance of the Sabbath.!* When Israel was commanded at Marah regarding the Sabbath,
they were commanded on guarding the Sabbath and they were also commanded to desecrate
it upon danger to lives. This is nicely proven also from the proximity of the verses, “there He
made for them a fixed rule and put them to the test” (Ex. 15:25), which [refers to] the
commandments that were commanded in Marah, and adjacent to this it is written, “He said,
‘If you will diligently heed the L-rd your G-d, doing what is upright in His sight, giving ear to
His commandments and keeping all His laws, then I will not bring upon you any of the diseases
that I brought upon the Egyptians’ ” (Ex. 15:26). This is as if to say, even though I commanded
you regarding the [guarding of the] Sabbath, with all this, if there is a sick person there, then
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you will be commanded to desecrate it.
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But when they came to Mount Sinai and they were commanded in the first set of the
Ten Utterances regarding the Sabbath, it wasn’t appropriate to say “as He commanded you
in Marah,” which meant to desecrate the Sabbath in case of a life-threatening sickness. For
when Israel received the Torah at Mount Sinai, if they hadn’t sinned, the evil inclination
wouldn’t have ruled over them, nor sin, nor sickness, nor death, as it is written, “And the
tablets were the work of G-d, and the writing was the writing of G-d, engraved upon the tablets”
(Ex. 32:16), and [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, freedom from the ministering angels
and from the evil inclination.!> When there is no evil inclination and death, there is also no
sickness, for there is no death without inadvertent sin, and no troubles without wanton sin.'¢

14 Shabbat 132a.

15 Bruvin 54a: “Rav Acha bar Ya’akov said: [Had the tablets not been broken,] no nation or tongue would ever
have ruled over them, as it is stated: ‘Engraved [upon the stones]’; do not read it engraved (n177) (charut) but rather
freedom (n17°) (cheirut).” See also Avodah Zarah 5Sa.

16 Shabbat 55a.



If so, with no one ever becoming sick, there would have been no need to ever desecrate the
Sabbath.

Thus, between the Exile and the Revelation at Sinai, the Children of Israel were subject to
sickness and death. Thus, when they stopped at Marah, G-d instructed Israel to guard the Sabbath,
unless someone was seriously ill, in which case the Sabbath should be violated. When they reached
Mount Sinai and Moses received the Ten Commandments, the Children of Israel briefly had a
status where they wouldn’t have had any sickness or death. At that point, it wasn’t relevant for the
first recitation of the Ten Commandments to reference “as the L-rd your G-d has commanded you,”
1.e., at Marah, which included the instruction to desecrate the Sabbath if someone was ill. But after
the sin of the Golden Calf, the Children of Israel again had sickness and death, so that in the second
recitation of the Ten Commandments, in Deuteronomy, it again became relevant to reference the
instruction at Marah, that the Sabbath should be desecrated to save a life.
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Because of this, it was not relevant to say “as He commanded you at Marah,” for then
they were commanded to sometimes desecrate [the Sabbath] and there every principal was
not to desecrate it. But after they sinned with the Golden Calf, and sickness and death and the
evil inclination were decreed upon them, [Moses] had to say to them, “as He commanded you
at Marah.” Sickness and death were decreed upon them because they bore false witness
against the Holy One, Blessed be He, by making the Golden Calf and [saying], “This is your
god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Ex. 32:4).
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This is the meaning of “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor” (Ex.
20:13), which is referring to the Holy One, Blessed be He, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory
said regarding, “Do not desert your neighbor and your father’s neighbor” (Prov. 27:10).!”
Further, from here, we get a little hint and taste of what was taught in the beginning of the
fourth chapter of tractate Demai (4:1) and see there, that someone who is untrustworthy
regarding whether something is tithed may be trusted on the Sabbath but not on other days.'® the
explanation of Rabbi Ovadiah of Bertinoro is that ignorant people are more afraid of

17 Midrash Ex. Rabbah 27:1, “ ‘Your neighbor: this is the Holy One, Blessed be He.”

18 Demai 4:1, “One who buys produce from someone who is not trustworthy in respect of tithes, and he forgot to
tithe it, and he asked [the seller] on Shabbat [if they were tithed], he may eat based on his word. At nightfall of Shabbat,
he may not eat of it unless he had first tithed it.”



falsehood on the Sabbath than on other days.'” It is difficult that in no other violation do we
find this distinction, and you must necessarily say that this violation is more serious in their
eyes to violate on the Sabbath, because parallel to “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it
holy” there is “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”

19 Ovadiah ben Abraham of Bertinoro (c. 1445—c. 1515), commonly known as “The Bartenura,” was a 15th-
century Italian rabbi best known for his popular commentary on the Mishnah. On Demai 4:1, he writes, “That the fear
of Sabbath is upon him, for they are afraid of sinning and lying on Sabbath more than on other days.”
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