
When it comes to the Ten Commandments we have been so 
ingrained by popular depictions, interpretations, and midra-
shim, that we never bother to examine the verses immedi-
ately preceding it in Exodus 19.1  Here is God's plan: God 
wants to meet Moses in a thick cloud on top of the mountain 
so that the people would "overhear" and bear witness to the 
things he was going to say to Moses (i.e. the Commandments) and 
so that the people will trust Moses forever (19:9). Let's read 
the text very closely, line by line, to see what happens.  

What does sanctify mean? Presumably it means to bathe or 
immerse them in water.2 After all, if they are supposed to 
wash their clothes then shouldn't they also wash them-
selves? In addition to hygiene, bathing and laundering have 
deep ritual and anthropological significance. They sym-
bolize preparation and newness. God is allowing two days 
for the sanctification process presumably because that's 
how long it would take to bathe and launder so many people.  

  ישִׁילִשְּׁהַ םוֹיּלַ םינִכֹנְ וּיהָוְ
 .ינָיסִ רהַ לעַ םעָהָ לכׇ ינֵיעֵלְ ׳ה דרֵיֵ ישִׁלִשְּׁהַ םוֹיּבַּ יכִּ

And they shall be ready for the third day,  
for on the third day God will come down before the eyes 
of all the people, upon Mount Sinai. (19:11) 
By Day 3 the entire people needs to be physically and 
spiritually ready, because that is the day that God will come 
down from heaven onto Mount Sinai.  

The boundary (was it a rope? a set of signs? special stones?) 
was to make the mountain into a sacred zone for the 3-days. 
Why would touching the mountain have incurred the death 
penalty? Because the integrity of the moment, and the 
future of the people depended on the sanctity of the zone.3 
Indeed, life and death depended on its sanctity.  
 

 
1 This commentary is based on the insight of Yair Agmon in Mah 
Ahavti (Oh, How I Love!) On the Weekly Parasha. Hebrew. 
Rishon Lezion: Miskal - Yedioth Aharonoth Books, 2017. 
2 This accords with Ibn Ezra's commentary on this verse.  
3 We see a similar examples of this prohibition elsewhere in the 
Torah where it says תמָוּי ברֵקָּהַ רזָּהְַו  the non-kohen who 

  היֶחְיִ אֹל שׁיאִ םאִ המָהֵבְּ םאִ הרֶיָּיִ הרֹיָ וֹא לקֵסָּיִ לוֹקסָ יכִּ דיָ וֹבּ עגַּתִ אֹל
No hand is to touch him (the one who violates the 
boundary), but he is to be stoned, yes, stoned, or shot, 
yes, shot; whether beast or man, he is not to live! (19:13a) 
This is extraordinarily strict. Humans or animals that vio-
late the boundary become "contagious," and will defile 
others by contact, which is why no one is allowed to touch 
them. Their violation is so severe that they are to be put to 
death by stoning or shooting arrows. However... 

 .רהָבָ וּלעֲיַ המָּהֵ לבֵיֹּהַ Fשֹׁמְבִּ
When the [sound of the] yoveil4-ram’s-horn is drawn 
out, they may go up on the mountain. (19:13b) 
The blast of the horn functions as a siren signaling to every-
one that they can now go up the mountain. This point is 
often overlooked: when God reveals himself, everyone is 
supposed to be on the mountain, in the sacred zone - not 
at the base of the mountain. The elaborate days of 
sanctification through bathing and laundering are prepara-
tions for this great moment. Then what happened? 

  .םתMָמְשִׂ וּסבְּכַיְוַ םעָהָ תאֶ שׁדֵּקַיְוַ םעָהָ לאֶ רהָהָ ןמִ השֶׁמֹ דרֶיֵּוַ
 .השָּׁאִ לאֶ וּשׁגְּתִּ לאַ םימִיָ תשMֶׁשְׁלִ םינִכֹנְ וּיהֱ םעָהָ לאֶ רמֶאֹיּוַ

Moses went down from the mountain to the people; he 
made the people holy, and they scrubbed their clothes. 
Then he said to the people: Be ready for three days; do 
not approach a woman! (19:14-15) 
When Moses comes down from the mountain he gets the 
sanctification process going and adds another instruction! 
NO SEX! Why? God never said anything about sex! It's 
very simple: Because if people engaged in sex they would 
have had to bathe to "re-sanctify" themselves. By prohibi-
ting sexual activity, Moses tried to ensure that everyone 
would remain in the proper state of sanctity for the revelation 
and that the entire people would not be delayed by indivi-
duals who were having sex who still needed to re-sanctify.    

  רקֶבֹּהַ תיֹהְבִּ ישִׁילִשְּׁהַ םוֹיּבַ יהִיְוַ
 דאֹמְ קזָחָ רפָשֹׁ לקֹוְ רהָהָ לעַ דבֵכָּ ןנָעָוְ םיקִרָבְוּ תMקֹ יהִיְוַ

Now it was on the third day, when it was daybreak: 
There were thunder-sounds, and lightning, a heavy 
cloud on the mountain and an exceedingly strong 
shofar sound. (19:16a) 
On the morning of Day 3 all havoc breaks loose. The thick 
cloud means that God is coming to the mountain. There is 
thunder and lightning and finally, the sound of the shofar 
signaling that everyone should now go to the mountain to 
be in the sacred zone when God appears. But instead, 
something else happened. When the shofar sounded:  

trespasses is put to death (Num. 1:51, 3:10, 3:38, 18:7). A 
good analogy would be an operating room where even the 
slightest contamination can become catastrophic.  
4 The Yoveil-Jubilee year gets its name from the large ram's 
horn that is sounded to herald it.  

.םתMָמְשִׂ וּסבְּכִוְ רחָמָוּ םוֹיּהַ םתָּשְׁדַּקִוְ םעָהָ לאֶ Fלֵ השֶׁמֹ לאֶ ׳ה רמֶאֹיּוַ  
God said to Moses: Go to the people, sanctify them, 
today and tomorrow, let them wash their clothes. (19:10) 

  רמֹאלֵ ביבִסָ םעָהָ תאֶ תָּלְבַּגְהִוְ
 לכׇּ וּהצֵקָבְּ עַגֹנְוּ רהָבָּ תוֹלעֲ םכֶלָ וּרמְשָּׁהִ
 .תמָוּי תוֹמ רהָבָּ עַגֵנֹּהַ

Fix-boundaries for the people all 
around, saying: Take you care 
against going up the mountain or 
against touching its border! 
Whoever touches the mountain is 
to be put to death, yes, death; 
(19:12) 
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 .רהָהָ תיתִּחְתַבְּ וּבצְּיַתְיִּוַ
but they took their places 
beneath the mountain. 

(19:17b) 
Nothing is going according to God's plan! 

 

  ינַיסִ רהַ לעַ ׳ה דרֶיֵּוַ
  רהָהָ שׁאֹר לאֶ
  השֶׁמֹלְ ׳ה ארָקְיִּוַ
 .השֶׁמֹ לעַיַּוַ רהָהָ שׁאֹר לאֶ

God came down upon 
Mount Sinai, to the top 
of the mountain. God 
called Moses to the top 
of the mountain, and 
Moses went up. (19:20) 

  :השֶׁמֹ לאֶ ׳ה רמֶאֹיּוַ
  םעָבָּ דעֵהָ דרֵ
  ׳ה לאֶ וּסרְהֶיֶ ןפֶּ
 .ברָ וּנּמֶּמִ לפַנָוְ תוֹארְלִ

And then God said to 
Moses: Go back down, 
warn the people, not to 
break through to God to 
gaze, lest many of them 
perish. (19:21) 
 

God tells Moses to tell them to stay back for their own 
safety, because now, if they accidentally advance to the 
mountain to gaze at it in curiosity, they will perish. 
Furthermore... 

 ׳ה לאֶ םישִׁגָּנִּהַ םינִהֲכֹּהַ םגַוְ
  .׳ה םהֶבָּ ץרֹפְיִ ןפֶּ וּשׁדָּקַתְיִ

Even the priests who 
approach God must 
make them-selves holy, 
lest God burst out 
against them! (19:22) 
 

 לכַוּי אֹל :׳ה לאֶ השֶׁמֹ רמֶאֹיּוַ
  ינָיסִ רהַ לאֶ תFעֲלַ םעָהָ
 רמֹאלֵ וּנבָּ התָדֹעֵהַ התָּאַ יכִּ
  .וֹתּשְׁדַּקִוְ רהָהָ תאֶ לבֵּגְהַ

But Moses said to God: 
The people are barred 
from going up Mount 
Sinai, for you warned us, 
saying: Fix boundaries 
for the mountain and 
make it holy. (19:23) 

 תָילִעָוְ דרֵ Lלֶ ׳ה וילָאֵ רמֶאֹיּוַ
Lמָּעִ ןרֹהֲאַוְ התָּאַ  

God said to him: Go, get 
down, and then come 
up, you and Aaron with 
you. (19:24a) 

 וּסרְהֶיֶ לאַ םעָהָוְ םינִהֲכֹּהַוְ
 .םבָּ ץרׇפְיִ ןפֶּ ׳ה לאֶ תFעֲלַ

But the priests and the 
people must not break 
through to go up to God, 
lest he burst out against 
them! (19:24b) 

Conclusion: God 
planned to reveal 

himself to the 
entire people 

when they were in 
a state of holiness, 

all together, on 
the mountain.  

That plan failed. To prevent catastrophe and, more importantly,  
to still reveal himself under these changed circumstances  

God had to improvise. Now, Moses and Aaron would be the 
only ones to come into the sacred zone. From now on, the 

people will just have to rely on them for God's word.  
And the rest of us? Their descendants?  

We will just have to rely on the text. 
 Plan A was really dangerous; but thank God for Plan B! 

 

 .הנֶחֲמַּבַּ רשֶׁאֲ םעָהָ לכׇּ דרַחֱיֶּוַ
All of the people that were 
in the camp trembled. 
(19:16b) 

 תארַקְלִ םעָהָ תאֶ השֶׁמֹ אצֵוֹיּוַ
  הנֶחֲמַּהַ ןמִ םיהMִאֱהָ

Moses tried to bring the 
people out toward God, 
from the camp (19:17a) 

 רשֶׁאֲ ינֵפְּמִ וֹלּכֻּ ןשַׁעָ ינַיסִ רהַוְ
  שׁאֵבָּ ׳ה וילָעָ דרַיָ
 ןשָׁבְכִּהַ ןשֶׁעֶכְּ וֹנשָׁעֲ לעַיַּוַ
 .דאֹמְ רהָהָ לכׇּ דרַחֱיֶּוַ

Mount Sinai was all 
smoke, since God had 
come down upon it in fire; 
its smoke went up like the 
smoke of a kiln, and the 
whole mountain trembled 
exceedingly.(19:18) 

 קזֵחָוְ Fלֵוֹה רפָשֹּׁהַ לוֹק יהִיְוַ
 םיהMִאֱהָוְ רבֵּדַיְ השֶׁמֹ דאֹמְ
 .לוֹקבְ וּנּנֶעֲיַ

Now the shofar sound 
was growing 
exceedingly stronger — 
Moses kept speaking, 
and God kept 
answering him in the 
sound (19:19) 
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God to Moses: I understand. We 
will have to make do with just 
Aaron. His sanctity is beyond 
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you and Aaron will be present. 
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kohanim will have to hear it 
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Thus Moses went down to the  
people and spoke to them... 

 .םהֶלֵאֲ רמֶאֹיּוַ םעָהָ לאֶ השֶׁמֹ דרֶיֵּוַ

                                              ...the Ten Commandments. 

They stayed at the base of the 
mountain precisely BECAUSE  

the mountain was on fire! 
Billowing smoke! Like a kiln! And 
shaking! They were terrified. Can 
we blame them? The sound of the 
horn summoned then to assemble 

amid the smoke and fire and 
mayhem and they stayed put 

basically saying:  
Um, no thank you! 

Why was the sound of the shofar 
getting stronger? Because 

nobody was going  
up the mountain!  

What was Moses saying?  
God what do we do!  

But Moses cannot make out 
God's reply!  

It is pure chaos! Finally... 
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