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Chapter XXI: Ki Tisa (Ex. 30:11–34:35) 
 
Essay 25. The ownership of the Tablets 
 

" "פְּסָל־ י פֶּרֶק ד' אָמַר ר' יוֹסִי בָּר חֲנִינָא: מִתְּחִלָּה לאֹ נִ   דִּנְדָרִים  גְּמָרָא תְּנָה הַתּוֹרָה אֶלָּא לְמֹשֶׁה וּלְזַרְעוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "כְּתָב־לְ
", מָה פְּסֹלְתָּן שֶׁלְּ יְהֵא אַף כְּתִיבָתָן שֶׁלְּ יְהֵא עכ"ל.     לְ

  
There is a Gemara of tractate Nedarim, chapter 4:  

Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina, said: Moses became wealthy only 
from the waste [remaining] from [hewing] the Tablets [of the Covenant], as it is 
stated: “Hew for yourself two tablets of stone like the first.”1 [“Hew for youself” 
means that] their waste shall be yours. [The tablets were crafted from sapphire, so 
even the remnants were valuable.] 

Rabbi Yossi bar Chanina said: The Torah was given initially only to 
Moses and his descendants, as it is stated: “Write for yourself,”2 [and it is also 
stated]: “Hew for yourself,” [meaning]: Just as their waste is yours, so too their 
writing is yours. [However,] Moses treated [the Torah] with generosity and gave 
it to the Jewish people.  

- Nedarim 38a 
 

דְּמַה צוֹרֵ   וְהַלּאֹ כְּשֵׁם שֶׁמִּמִּלַּתלְ מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם  מְדִים שֶׁיִּהְיוּ הַפְּסוּלוֹת שֶׁלּוֹ, אַף   הֶיקֵּשׁ,  " הַכָּתוּב אֵצֶל "פְּסָל" אָנוּ  "לְ
" הַכָּתוּב אֵצֶל "כְּתָב" אָנוּ יְכוֹלִים לִלְמימִתֵּ  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּהוֹאִיל שֶׁשְּׁאַר הַפְּעָמִים הַכָּתוּב בַּתּוֹרָה    .ד שֶׁתְּהֵא הַכְּתִיבָה שֶׁלּוֹוֹבַת "לְ
"קַח־לְ עֵגֶל בֶּן־בָּקָר" וְכוּ', וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכְּתָב מַהַרְשָׁ"א,    " דָּרְשׁוּ בּוֹ רז"ל שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה מִשֶּׁלּוֹ, כְּגוֹן "עֲשֵׂה לְ שְׁתֵּי חֲצוֹצְרֹת כֶּסֶף","לְ 

,וֹוּבְאֵלּוּ הַשְּׁתַּיִם אִי אֶפְשָׁר לִכְאוֹרָה לִדְר ת הָיוּ שֶׁל סְנַפְּרִינוּן וְאִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה יַעֲשֶׂה מִשֶּׁלּוֹ, וְכֵן  שֶׁהָרֵי הַלּוּחוֹ  שׁ בָּהֶם כָּ
", בִּשְׁלָמָא אִם הָיוּ כְּתוּבִים בִּדְיוֹ הָיִיתִי יָכוֹל לוֹמַר שֶׁיִּקַּח הַקּ ו שֶׁהָיוּ נֶחְקָקִים בַּלּוּחוֹת  יאֲבָל עַכְשָׁ  .לְמוֹס וְהַדְּיוֹ מִשֶּׁלּוֹוּ"כְּתָב־לְ
" וֹאֵין מָקוֹם לוֹמַר שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה וְאֶת הַחֲקִיקָה מִשֶּׁלּוֹ, שֶׁאֵין בָּהּ מַמָּשׁ אֶלָּא הַטּ רַח, וְאִם כֵּן קַשְׁיָא לְהוּ לרז"ל דְּרָשַׁת אֵלּוּ הַשְּׁתֵּי "לְ

 הַכְּתוּבִים אֵצֶל "פְּסָל" וְ"כְּתָב". 
 
The world asks what need there was for the hekesh, the drawing of conclusions due to 

similarity between two or more things. Just as by the word “for yourself” being written beside 
“hew,” we learn that the waste shall be his, so too, from the word “for yourself” being written 
beside “write,” we are able to learn that the writing is his. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 34:1.  
2 Ex. 34:27.  
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It can be said that the other times that it is written “for yourself” in the Torah, the 
rabbis of blessed memory interpreted that he should make it from what he has, for example, 
“Make for yourself two silver trumpets,”3 and “take a calf of the herd.”4 As the Maharsha 
wrote, “with these two [i.e., “hew for yourself” and “write for yourself”] it is apparently 
impossible to demand this, for the Tablets were made of sapphire and it was impossible for 
Moses to make that of his own material. Similarly, it’s apparently impossible regarding “write 
for yourself.”5 Granted, if they had been written in ink, I could say that he took a quill and 
his own ink, but now that they were required to be engraved in the Tablets, there’s no room 
to say that he should make the Tablets and the engraving would be his. That is, there is nothing 
tangible there, rather only the labor, and if so, it is difficult for them, for the rabbis of blessed 
memory, who gave their explanation of these two “for yourselves” written beside “hew” and 
“write.” 

 
שֶׁל אֲבָנִים טוֹבוֹת הֶרְאָה לוֹ הקב"ה לְמֹשֶׁה בְּתוֹ אָהֳלוֹ וְאָמַר לוֹ  מַחצָב  שַׁלְמִי דִּשְׁקָלִים  אָמְנָם לְאַחֵר שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ בְּמִדְרָשׁ וּבִירוּ

" הַכְּתוּבִים בַּתּוֹרָה, דְּ .  וְכוּ'  "פְּסָל־לְ" " הַסָּמוּ לִ"פְּסָל" יְכוֹלִים אָנוּ לְדּוֹרְשׁוֹ כְּמוֹ שְׁאָר "לְ נוּ שֶׁיַּעֲשֵׂם  יהַיְ אִם כֵּן גַּם זֶה הָ"לְ
,  וֹוְלִרְמ  .מִשֶּׁלּוֹ, שֶׁהֲרֵי כְּבָר הָיוּ לוֹ הָאֲבָנִים בְּתוֹ אָהֳלוֹ, שֶׁכְּבָר נְתָנָם לוֹ הקב"ה בְּמַתָּנָה ז עַל זֶה אָמְרוּ זַ"ל פְּסֹלְתָּן יְהֵא שֶׁלְּ

הֵם שֶׁל   שֶׁלּוֹ, וּבַכַּשִּׁיל, הֲרֵימַשְׁמָע שֶׁהָיוּ שֶׁלּוֹ לְהִתְנַהֵג בָּהֶם כְּבַעַל הַבַּיִת, כְּדִתְנַן מַה שֶּׁהֶחָרָשׁ מוֹצִיא בַמַּעֲצָד, הֲרֵי אֵלּוּ  דְּמִזֶּה
" רָצָה לוֹמַר "כָּ יוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי עָשׂוּ הַהֶ   בַּעַל הַבָּיִת. ", דְּהַיְ קֵּשׁ שֶׁגַּם "כְּתָב־לְ נוּ שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה הָיְתָה שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה, שֶׁכְּבָר  יתַב לְ מִשֶּׁלְּ

  .הַכְּתוּבִים בַּתּוֹרָה דְּמַשְׁמָעָם מִשֶּׁלְּ "לְ"נָתְנָה לוֹ הקב"ה בַּמַּתָּנָה כְּמוֹ הַמַּחצָב שֶׁל הָאֲבָנִים טוֹבוֹת, וְהִנֵּה הִנָּם כְּמוֹ שְׁאָר 
 
Indeed, after we find in the Midrash6 and in the Talmud Yerushalmi of Shekalim,7 

“Rabbi Chanin said: The Holy One, Blessed be He, showed Moses a quarry of precious stones 
in his tent, and He said to him, ‘Hew for yourself two tablets.’ ” If so, also for this “for 
yourself” that is adjacent to “hew” we are able to expound as the remaining “for yourselves” 
written in the Torah, that he should make them from what he has, for he already had the 
stones in his tent, as the Holy One, Blessed be He, had already given them to him as a present. 
This is meant to hint at what the [rabbis] of blessed memory said, “Just as their waste is yours, 
so too their writing is yours,” that from this we hear that these are his properties to act toward 
them as though a homeowner, as we learned in a Mishnah, “That which a carpenter removes 
with an adze belongs to him [because an adze removes only small shavings of wood, which the 
customer is uninterested in]; but [what he removes] with an ax belongs to the homeowner.”8 
Because of this, they made a conclusion due to similarity between two or more things, that 
also “write for yourself” wants to say, “write for yourself from what is yours. That is, that 
the Torah was Moses’, that the Holy One, Blessed be He, had already given it to him as a 
present, like the quarry of precious stones. Here they are like the other instances of “for 
yourself” written in the Torah, which have the meaning of “from what is yours.” 

* * * 

 
3 Num. 10:2.  
4 Lev. 9:2.  
5 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Edels (“the Maharsha”) (1555–1631), Chidushei Agadot for Nedarim 38a.  
6 Kohelet Rabbah 9:11.  
7 Talmud Yerushalmi, Shekalim 5:2.  
8 Bava Kamma 119a.  


