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Chapter XLV: Va’etchanan (Deut. 3:23—7:11)

Essay 9. The word “good” in the Ten Commandments
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Bava Kamma, chapter 5:

Rabbi Chanina ben Agil asked Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba: For what
reason is [the word] “good” not stated in the first [version of the Ten]
Commandments,' [whereas] in the latter [version of the Ten] Commandments,
[the word] “good” is stated there??> [Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba] said to him:
Before you ask me why [the word] “good” is stated, ask me if [the word] “good”
is [actually] stated there or not, since [I am not sufficiently expert to remember
the precise wording, and] I do not know if [the word] “good” is stated there or not.
Rather, go to Rabbi Tanchum bar Chanilai . . . [and ask him].

[Rabbi Chanina ben Agil] went to him [and asked him]. [Rabbi
Tanchum] said to him ... since [the first tablets] [were] ultimately [destined]
to be broken [after the sin of the Golden Calf].

[The Gemara asks:] And [even] if [it had mentioned the term “good”, and]
they were ultimately [destined] to break, what of it? Rav Ashi said: [If this term
had been mentioned in the first tablets, all] good [would have], G-d forbid, ceased
from the world® [once they were broken].

- Bava Kamma 54a-b

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

"' Ex. 20:12: “Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land that the L-rd your G-d is
assigning to you.”

2 Deut. 5:16: “Honor your father and your mother, as the L-rd your G-d has commanded you, that you may long
endure, and that it be good [2v*’] for you, in the land that the L-rd your G-d is assigning to you.”

3 Our version of the Gemara reads “from Israel.”
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This statement is puzzling, for how would [Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba] have a doubt if
it says “good” in the latter version of the Ten Commandments or if not, for didn’t he read the
Ten Commandments in his days? Also, he could bring a Torah scroll and look.

Also, it’s difficult that he said, “before you ask me why [the word] ‘good’ is stated,”
for it initially appears that the main point of his question was regarding the latter version of
the Ten Commandments, which has the word “good”. But to the contrary, it appears that the
true main point of his question was on the first version of the Ten Commandments, why the
word “good” was not said in them. Thus, the offered solution, that [the first tablets] were
ultimately destined to be broken, was fine. The truth is that the Rif* in his explanation
apparently had the textual reading, “before you ask me why [the word] ‘good’ is not stated,”
i.e., in the first version of the Ten Commandments, but our textual readings are not so.
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It can be said that Rabbi Chanina ben Agil had two dilemmas, for he asked both about
the first version of the Ten Commandments and also about the latter version of the Ten
Commandments. For we know that if Israel hadn’t sinned with the Golden Calf, there would
be no evil inclination in the world and no nation or tongue would rule over them.’ This is as
it is written, “so that it may be good for them and their children forever.”® They would have
had enjoyment in this world similar to the goodness of the World-to-Come. It is indeed so
that the reward of the commandments would have existed even in this world.

4 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben
Joseph Pinto (c. 1565—c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. His sefer, Me 'or Enayim
(Part One: Venice 1643; Part Two: Mantua 1743) was a commentary on Rabbi Jacob ibn Habib’s Ein Yaakov, a
compilation of Aggadic material from the Talmud, and both parts are now commonly printed together with the Ein
Yaakov. See Me’or Enayim (Venice 1643).

5> Avodah Zarah 5a. See also Eruvin 54b and Ketubot 66b.

®Deut. 5:26.
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For that reason, [Rabbi Chanina ben Agil] had a doubt and asked why it didn’t say
“good” within the first version of the Ten Commandments if, to the contrary, they deserved
then the reward of fulfilling the commandments, even in this world.

Also, he had a question to the contrary. After they sinned, the evil inclination returned
to its place. If as a result of this, there’s no reward in this world for fulfilling the
commandments, then why in the latter Ten Commandments does it say “good”?
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[Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba] replied to him that he didn’t know if it said “good” or not,
that is, he did not know whether the “good” mentioned in the latter version of the Ten
Commandments was for this world or for the World-to-Come. 1.¢., the Zera Shimshon doesn’t
accept the simple interpretation that Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba didn’t remember the text of the Torah,
or didn’t think to bring a scroll and check it. Instead, he was addressing a deeper question.

In the first chapter of tractate Kiddushin (39b), it’s the opinion of Rabbi Ya’akov that
there is no reward in this world for fulfilling the commandments, but the rabbis disagree
with him, and their opinion was that there is a reward in this world for fulfilling the
commandments.

An unattributed Mishna of tractate Pe’ah agrees with the rabbis, “The following are
the things for which a man eats the fruits in this world while the principal remains for him in
the world to come: Honoring one’s father and mother; the performance of righteous deeds; and the
making of peace between a person and his friend; and the study of the torah is equal to them all.””
This is also as the Maharsha® explained on Kiddushin 40a, where Rava raised a contradiction
to Rav Nachman as to why the above list didn’t include sending a mother bird away from her nest
before taking her eggs, Deut. 22:6—7, for which the Torah promises, “that it will be good for you
and you will have a long life.” Rav Nachman answered that the above list is not all-inclusive.

"Mishnah Pe’ah 1:1.
8 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (“the Maharsha”) (1555-1631), Chiddushei Agadot.
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In this way, the question about the latter version of the Ten Commandments is solved,
that according to the rabbis and the unattributed Mishna of tractate Pe’ah, there is a reward
in this world for fulfilling the commandments. Also, even Rabbi Ya’akov said that there was
no reward in this world for fulfilling the commandments only regarding an individual, but for a
community meriting to fulfill the commandments, he acknowledged that there is a reward in
this world for fulfilling the commandments. These are all the allotments and promises of the
Torah, “And if you do obey these rules and observe them carefully, the L-rd your G-d will
maintain faithfully for you the covenant made on oath with your fathers ...” This is as the
Maharsha explained, and see there in Kiddushin, that for an individual, the reward is saved for
the World-to-Come, while a community that fulfills the commandments will receive a reward in
this world, such as receiving rain in the proper season.
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However, [Rabbi Chanina ben Agil] still needed an explanation for the first question,
why for the first version of the Ten Commandments does it not say “good,” and [Rabbi Chiyya
bar Abba] said to him, “go to Rabbi Tanchum bar Chanilai ... [and ask him],” and [Rabbi
Tanchum] said to him, “since [the first tablets] [were] ultimately [destined] to be broken [after
the sin of the Golden Calf,] and Rav Ashi said, “[If this term had been mentioned in the first tablets,
all] good [would have], G-d forbid, ceased from the world [once they were broken].”

We’ve discussed above that if not for the sin of the Golden Calf, no nation or tongue would
rule over Israel, and they would have had enjoyment in this world similar to the goodness of the
World-to-Come. Thus, as these initial set of Ten Commandments were definitely about the
good things in this world, after they had been broken, we would have said that the entire
world agreed that there is no reward in this world for fulfilling the commandments. That
would have been true whether for an individual or for the community, and G-d forbid

goodness would cease from the world. Because of this, the word “good” wasn’t written in them.
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 Deut. 7:12.



