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A.  Rabbi Levi taught: God appeared [to the Israelites at Mt. 

Sinai] as though She were a statue with faces on every side. A 

thousand people may look at the statue, but it would appear to each 

as though it were looking directly at her. So it is written, “I am the 

Lord your God.”  

 Rabbi Yosi bar Hanina taught: [at Mt Sinai] God spoke to each 

and every person according to his or her own particular ability. And 

do not wonder at this! For when the manna came down for Israel, 

each and every person tasted it in his or her own way – infants in 

their way, the young in their way, the old in their way. ...Therefore 

David [author of the book of Psalms] said: “The voice of the Lord is 

in its strength.” (Psalms 29:4) Notice: the Psalm does not say “in His 

strength” but “in its strength.” That is, [the words were spoken] 

strongly enough to be heard and understood according to the ability 

of each and every person who listens to God’s word.  

(Pesikta de Rav Kahana 12). 

 

B.  The voice of the first commandment went forth: And the 

heavens and earth quaked, and the waters and the rivers fled, and 

the mountains and the hills were moved, and all the trees fell, and 

the dead revived and stood on their feet - and those who in the 

future will be created - there they stood with them on Mt Sinai. The 

Israelites who were alive then fell upon their faces and died.  

The voice of the second commandment went forth and those 

who had died came back to life and they stood up and said to Moses: 

“Moses, our teacher! We are unable to withstand hearing the voice 

of the Holy One.” ‘You speak to us,’ they said to Moses, ‘and we will 

obey, but let God not speak to us lest we die.’ (Ex. 20:16) The Holy 

One heard these words and it was pleasing to God...so the rest of 

the commandments God spoke through the mouth of 

Moses...” (Pesikta de Rabbi Eliezer 41) 



C.  After all, what did G-d actually communicate to the people at 

Mt. Sinai? In the beginning G-d spoke in the first person, as if G-d was 

directly speaking to the people: “I am the Eternal your G-d.” “You 

shall have no other G-ds before me.” Then suddenly the words 

switched to the third person: “Do not take the Eternal’s name in 

vain.” The people grew frightened of hearing G-d’s direct 

communication and asked Moses to take over and speak in G-d’s 

name. Based on this, some say G-d only publicly spoke the first two 

of the Ten Commandments. Moses spoke the rest. 

Franz Rosensweig, the great 20th-century Jewish philosopher, 

taught that the people grew frightened even more quickly, after 

hearing just the first word: “Anochi” or “I am.” After only one word, 

the direct voice of G-d became too much to bear. 

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Rymanov taught that the people 

grew frightened after the first letter, the aleph in “Anochi.” After but 

one letter the people asked Moses to communicate instead. But the 

first letter of the Ten Commandments, the aleph, is the only letter in 

the Hebrew alphabet that is silent. Perhaps there was but silence, 

and such an overwhelming sense of G-d’s presence that the people 

could not bear it. Moses communicated G-d’s will instead.                                 
(Rabbi Edwin Goldberg) 

 

Questions: 
1. Look at the Asseret HaDevarim [Exodus 20:1-14]. How would you 

count how many commandments there are? What do you think 

are the first three commandments? 

2. What is the difference between the first five commandments and 

the second five? What is the difference between the first two and 

the other eight?  

3. What can we learn from Exodus 20:15-18? Compare to Exodus 

19:18-20. What might the correct order of the passages be? 

4. If everyone heard something special for themselves, in what 

sense did the people “hear”? If all they heard was the letter 

“aleph”, in what sense did the people “hear”? If it was not an 

auditory experience then what was it? 
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