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Chapter XLV: Va’etchanan (Deut. 3:23–7:11) 
 
Essay 9. The word “good” in the Ten Commandments 
 

ם "טוֹב", וּבַדִּבְּרוֹת  פֶּרֶק ה' שָׁאַל ר' חֲנִינָא בֶּן עֲגִיל לר' חִיָּיא בַּר אַבָּא: מִפְּנֵי מַה, בַּדִּבְּרוֹת הָרִאשׁוֹנִים לאֹ נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶ   קַמָּא

,  שַׁאֲלֵנִי אִם נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב" אִם לאֹ עַד שֶׁאַתָּה שׁוֹאֲלֵנִי, לָמָּה נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב",    ,אָמַר לוֹ הָאַחֲרוֹנִים נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב"?

אָזַל לְגַבֵּיהּ וְכוּ'. אָמַר לוֹ, הוֹאִיל וְסוֹפָן לְהִשְׁתַּבֵּר. וְכִי סוֹפָן לְהִשְׁתַּבֵּר מַאי הֲוֵי?   אֶלָּא כַּלֵּ˂ אֵצֶל ר' תַּנְחוּם וְכוּ'..  שֶׁאֵינִי יוֹדֵעַ 

  .מִן הָעוֹלָםחַס וְשָׁלוֹם פָּסְקָה טוֹבָה 

 

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,1 [whereas] in the latter [version of the Ten] Commandments, 

[the word] “good” is stated there?2 [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 world3 [once they were broken].  

- Bava Kamma 54a–b 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 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 [יִיטַב] 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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לֵיתֵי סָפְרָא  וְעוֹד  לָאו וְכִי לאֹ קָרָא עֲשֶׂרֶת הִדַּבְּרוּת מִיָּמָיו,    הַמַּאֲמָר הַזֶּה תָּמוּהַּ דְּאֵי˂ מְסַפְּקָא לֵיהּ אִם נאֹמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב" אִם

בָּהֶם "טוֹב"    .וּלְיַחְמֵי נֶאֱמַר  לָמָּה  דְּקָאָמַר עַד שֶׁאַתָּה שׁוֹאֲלֵנִי,  הָאַחֲרוֹנִים    שֶׁעִקָּר קוֹּשְׁיָּתוֹשֶׁנִּרְאֶה  וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה  בְּדִבְּרוֹת  הִיא 

רוּץ לְפִי שֶׁסּוֹפָן  ילָמָּה לאֹ נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב" וּבַהֲכִי אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר הַתֵּ   ,הִיא עַל דִּבְּרוֹת הָרִאשׁוֹנִים  שֶׁעִקָּר קוֹּשְׁיָּתוֹנִרְאֶה  וְאַדְרַבָּא  

, לָמָּה לאֹ נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב" אֲבָל הַגִּרְסָאוֹת  שׁוֹאֲלֵנִיעַד שֶׁאַתָּה    ,שֶׁהָיָה גּוֹרֵס  רוּשׁוֹ נִרְאֶהיוְהֵן אֱמֶת שֶׁהָרִי"ף בְּפֵ   לְהִשְׁתַּבֵּר,

 שֶׁלָּנוּ אֵינָן כֵּן. 

  

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 Rif4 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. 

  

בַּעְיָא לֵיהּ שֶׁהָיָה שׁוֹאֵל בֵּין עַל הָרִאשׁוֹנוֹת בֵּין עַל הָאַחֲרוֹנוֹת, שֶׁהֲרֵי יָדַעְנוּ שֶׁאִם יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ  תַּרְתֵּי קָמִ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּר' חֲנִינָא  

"לְמַעַן יִיטַב לָהֶם וְלִבְנֵיהֶם  ,  יבמָּה וְלָשׁוֹן שׁוֹלֶטֶת בָּהֶם וּכְדִכְתִ וּהָיוּ חוֹטְאִים בָּעֵגֶל לאֹ הָיָה עוֹד יֵצֶר הָרַע בָּעוֹלָם וְלאֹ הָיְתָה א

  ם בָּהֶם שָׂכָר מִצְוֹת אַף בָּעוֹלָם הַזֶּה.ילְעֹלָם", וְהָיוּ נֶהֱנִים בָּעוֹלָם הַזֶּה מֵעֵין טוֹבַת הָעוֹלָם הַבָּא, וְאֵין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהָיָה מִתְקַיֵּ 

 

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.5 This is as 

it is written, “so that it may be good for them and their children forever.”6 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. 
6 Deut. 5:26. 



3 
 

וְעוֹד    . וֹת אַף בָּעוֹלָם הַזֶּהוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הָיָה מִסְתַּפֵּק וְשׁוֹאֵל לָמָּה לאֹ נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב" אִם אַדְרַבָּא הָיוּ רְאוּיִים אָז לִשְׂכַר מִצְ 

לְהֶ  לֵיהּ  קְשֵׁי  בַּ הֲוָה  לָמָּה  לֵיכָּא  עָלְמָא  בְּהַאי  מִצְוֹת  שָׂכָר  הָכִי  וּמִשּׁוּם  לִמְקוֹמוֹ  הָרַע  יֵצֶר  שֶׁחָזַר  שֶׁחָטְאוּ  שֶׁלְּאַחַר  דִּבְּרוֹת  פֵ˂ 

   הָאַחֲרוֹנִים נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב".

 

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”? 

  

זְכָּר בְּדִבְּרוֹת אַחֲרוֹנוֹת הוּא וּ וְהוּא הֵשִׁיב לוֹ שֶׁאֵינוֹ יוֹדֵעַ אִם נאֹמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב" אִם לָאו כְּלוֹמַר אֵינוֹ יוֹדֵעַ אִם הַ"טּוֹב" הַמּ

רַבָּנָן   יפְּלִיגִ סְבִירָא לֵיהּ לְר' יַעֲקֹב דְּשָׂכָר מִצְוֹת בְּהַאי עָלְמָא לֵיכָּא וּ  דּוּשִׁיןוּשֶׁהֲרֵי בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּקִ   אוֹ לָעוֹלָם הַבָּא, הַזֶּהלָעוֹלָם  

רוֹתֵיהֶם בָּעוֹלָם  יאֵלּוּ דְּבָרִים שֶׁאָדָם אוֹכֵל פֵּ   סְתָם מַתְנִיתִין דְּפֵּאָה כְּרַבָּנָןוּ.  וּסְבִירָא לְהוּ דְּיֵשׁ שָׂכָר מִצְוֹת בְּהַאי עָלְמָא  עֲלֵיהּ

  . רָבָא לְרַב נַחְמָן וְעיי"ש עַל רָמֵי לֵיהּ מַהַרְשָׁ"ארֵשׁ שָׁם יהַזֶּה וְכוּ', וּכְמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ 

 

[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. I.e., 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.”7 

This is also as the Maharsha8 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. 

 

 
7 Mishnah Pe’ah 1:1. 
8 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (“the Maharsha”) (1555–1631), Chiddushei Agadot. 
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 .י דְּשָׂכָר מִצְוֹת בְּהַאי עָלְמָא אִיכָּאוּבְזֶה תֵּירֵץ לוֹ הַקוּשְׁיָא עַל הַדִּבְּרוֹת הָאַחֲרוֹנוֹת, דְּאַלִּיבָּא דְּרַבָּנָן וּסְתָם מַתְנִיתִין אֵין הָכִי נָמֵ 

בְּיָחִיד אֲבָל בְּ  יַעֲקֹב לאֹ אָמַר אֶלָּא  וְהֵן הֵן כֹּל    אַף  הַזּוֹכִיםצִּבּוּר  וְעוֹד אֲפִלּוּ ר'  הוּא מוֹדֶה דְּשָׂכָר מִצְוֹת בְּהַאי עָלְמָא אִיכָּא, 

  דּוּשִׁין.יעיי"ש בַּקִּ וְ  מַהַרְשָׁ"ארֵשׁ יהַיִּיעוּדִים וְהַהַבְטָחוֹת שֶׁל הַתּוֹרָה "וְהָיָה עֵקֶב תִּשְׁמְעוּן" וְכוּ' וּכְמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ 

 

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 . . .”9 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. 

  

רוּץ עַל הַקוּשְׁיָא הָרִאשׁוֹנָה לָמָּה בַּדִּבְּרוֹת הָרִאשׁוֹנוֹת לאֹ נֶאֱמַר בָּהֶם "טוֹב", וְאָמַר לוֹ כַּלֵּ˂ וְכוּ'  י ן הָיָה צָרִי˂ תֵּ יאָמְנָם עֲדַיִ 

הָיָה עַל טוֹבוֹת הָעוֹלָם    דִּבְּרוֹת עִנְיָנָם בְּוַדַּאיהַ   שֶׁאִלּוּשֶׁהוֹאִיל    וְאָמַר לוֹ מִפְּנֵי שֶׁסּוֹפָן לְהִשְׁתַּבֵּר וְחַס וְשָׁלוֹם פָּסְקָה טוֹבָה וְכוּ',

וְחַס וְשָׁלוֹם    צִבּוּראוֹמְרִים אַלִּיבָּא דְּכוּלֵּי עָלְמָא שָׂכָר מִצְוֹת בְּהַאי עָלְמָא לֵיכָּא בֵּין לַיָּחִיד בֵּין לְ   נוּיהַיְ   הַזֶּה, לְאַחַר שֶׁנִּשְׁתַּבְּרוּ

  שּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ כָּתַב בָּהֶם "טוֹב". פָּסְקָה טוֹבָה וְכוּ', וּמִ 

 

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. 

* * * 

 
9 Deut. 7:12. 


