
NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Although it probably started out as a harvest festival, Shavuot in Jewish 
tradition has come to commemorate the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai. 
This event, which is traditionally viewed as a central moment in the history 
and consciousness of the Jewish people, stands at the midpoint of a classic 
structuring of Judaism: Creation-Revelation-Redemption. Although like 

other religious systems, Judaism understands time as cyclical — built on the rhythms of 
the seasons and repeating key events in the biblical story — it also introduced a linear 
concept, in which human history moves from a meaningful creation to the revelation 
of God’s word, with the goal of the redemption of both the Jewish people and all of 
humankind. History, in this view, is always moving forward, always forging a path toward 
resolution of the troubles of this world, especially Exile.

So, Shavuot celebrates one of the most important steps on the Jewish journey. But the 
Sinai event is portrayed in different ways depending on the source. The Torah has two 
takes (and vocabulary) on this moment, one in Exodus and one in Deuteronomy. As for 
the rest of the Bible, Sinai barely appears again, which is quite surprising. Most strikingly, 
the Rabbis, through Midrash, elevated the revelation in the desert to very high status, 
spending a good deal of time and effort in expounding on details and elaborating on 
some of the themes they find there.

Let’s look at the texts themselves. The first, very full description of the Sinai revelation 
appears in Exodus 19-20:

Chapter 19: 
1. In the third month after the going out of the Children of Israel from the land of Egypt, 
    on that day, 
    they came to the Wilderness of Sinai. 
2. They moved on from Refidim and came to the Wilderness of Sinai, 
    and encamped in the wilderness. 
    There Israel encamped, opposite the mountain. 
3. Now Moshe went up to God, 
    and YHWH called out to him from the mountain, 
    saying: 
    Say thus to the House of Yaakov, 
    tell the Children of Israel: 
4, You yourselves have seen 
    what I did to Egypt, 
    how I bore you on eagles’ wings  
    and brought you to me 
5.  So now, 
    if you will hearken, hearken to my voice 
    and keep my covenant, 
    you shall be to me a special-treasure from among all peoples. 
    Indeed, all the earth is mine, 
6. but you, you shall be to me 
     a kingdom of priests, 
    a holy nation. 
    These are the words that you are to speak to the Children of Israel.
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7. Moshe came, and had the elders of the people called, 
    and he set before them these words, with which YHWH had commanded him. 
8.  And all the people answered together, they said: 
    All that YHWH has spoken, we will do! 
    And Moshe reported the words of the people to YHWH. 
9. YHWH said to Moshe: 
    Here, I am coming to you in a thick cloud, 
    so that the people may hear when I speak with you, 
    and also so that they may have trust in you forever. 
    And Moshe told the words of the people to YHWH. 
10. YHWH said to Moshe: 
    Go to the people, 
    make them holy, today and tomorrow; 
    let them scrub their clothes, 
11. that they may be ready for the third day, 
    for on the third day 
    YHWH will come down before the eyes of all the people, upon Mount Sinai. 
12. 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; 
13.  no hand is to touch him, 
    but he is to be stoned, yes, stoned, or shot, yes, shot —  
    whether beast or man, he is not to live! 
    When the ram’s horn is drawn out, they may go up on the mountain 
14. Moshe went down from the mountain to the people; 
    he made the people holy, and they scrubbed their clothes. 
15. Then he said to the people: 
    Be ready for three days; do not approach a woman! 
16. 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.  
    And all the people who were in the camp trembled. 
17. Moshe brought the people out toward God from the camp, 
    and they stationed themselves beneath the mountain. 
18. Now Mount Sinai emitted-smoke all over, 
    since YHWH had come down upon it in fire; 
    its smoke went up like the smoke of a furnace, 
    and all of the mountain trembled exceedingly. 
19. Now the shofar sound was growing exceedingly stronger, 
    —Moshe kept speaking, 
    while God kept answering him in the sound [of a voice]— 
20. and YHWH came down upon Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain. 
    YHWH called Moshe to the top of the mountain, 
    and Moshe went up….

 
Chapter 20: 
14. Now all of the people were seeing 
     the thunder-sounds, 
    the flashing-torches, 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

    the shofar sound, 
    and the mountain emitting-smoke; 
    the people saw, 
    and they faltered 
    and stood far off. 
15. They said to Moshe: 
    You speak with us, and we will hearken, 
    but let not God speak with us, lest we die! 
16. Moshe said to the people: 
    Do not be afraid! 
    For it is to test you that God has come, 
    to have his awe be upon you, 
    so that you do not sin. 
17. The people stood far off, 
    while Moshe approached the fog where God was.              
  [translation: E. Fox, The Five Books of Moses (New York: Schocken Books, 1997), revised]

    Now when I analyze a biblical text, I always look closely  
    at the vocabulary and the repeating words —  
    at the way in which the ideas are expressed. 

Now when I analyze a biblical text, I always look closely at the vocabulary and the repeating words — at the way in which the ideas 
are expressed. The passages above fit the bill nicely. The main repeated word is represented by the Hebrew root d-b-r, which I 
translate as either “word” or “speak.” Despite the impressive backdrop of the mountain and other natural wonders, the Sinai story 
concentrates on what is being said by God to Moses and to the people. Similarly, “hear”/“hearken,” often paired here with “voice,” 
stresses the auditory aspect of the event. All these terms point to the all-important one, “covenant,” the agreement between God 
and Israel, which is what is at stake at Sinai.

Also central to the account is the issue of boundaries: the prohibition against approaching the mountain and the penalty (death) 
for breaking that rule (this continues in vv. 21-24, which I have not included here). “Far off” appears several times to hammer in the 
importance of boundaries. Another aspect of distance concerns the many movements in the story, especially Moses going up and 
going down the mountain, as well as God coming down.

Finally, there are multiple uses of the number three, to describe the elapsed time after the Exodus and then the waiting, purification 
period of days before the actual revelation. As in other ancient cultures, three was often used in the Bible to indicate something 
significant.

From all this wording emerges a picture of great care in preparing for the divine approach and the experience of hearing the divine 
words. Even “seeing” here refers not to a visual phenomenon, but to simply experiencing the awesome event.

The narrative quoted above is bracketed by the “sealing” of the covenant, with the elders’ participation and the people’s assent, in 
Ex. 24, after the giving of the Ten Commandments and the enumeration of laws in chapters 21-23:

Chapter 24:  
1. to Moshe he said: 
    Go up to YHWH, 
    you and Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, 
    and bow down from far off;
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2. Moshe alone is to approach YHWH, 
    but they, they are not to approach, 
    while as for the people, they [too] are not to go up with him. 
3. So Moshe came 
    and recounted to the people all the words of YHWH and all the regulations. 
    And all the people answered in one voice, they said:  
    All the words that YHWH has spoken, we will do! 
4. And Moshe wrote down all the words of YHWH. 
    He started-early in the morning 
    and built an altar beneath the mountain 
    and twelve standing-stones for the twelve tribes of Israel. 
5. Then he sent the serving-lads of the Children of Israel, 
    that they should offer up offerings-up and sacrifice sacrifices of shalom for YHWH — bulls.  
6. Moshe took half of the blood and put it in craters, 
    and half of the blood he tossed against the altar. 
7. Then he took the record of the covenant 
    and read it in the hearing of the people. 
    They said: 
    All that YHWH has spoken, we will do and we will hearken! 
8. Moshe took the blood, he tossed it on the people 
    and said: 
    Here is the blood of the covenant 
    which YHWH has cut with you 
    by means of all these words. 
9. Then they went up, 
    Moshe and Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, 
10. and they saw  
    the God of Israel: now beneath his feet, 
    [something] like work of sapphire tiles, 
    [something] like the substance of the heavens in purity. 
11. Yet against the Pillars of the Children of Israel, he did not stretch forth his hand; 
    they beheld Godhood 
    and ate and drank.   
12. YHWH said to Moshe: 
    Go up to me on the mountain 
    and remain there, 
    that I may give you tablets of stone: 
    the Instruction and the Command 
    that I have written down, to instruct them. 
13. Moshe arose, and Yehoshua his attendant, 
    and Moshe went up to the mountain of God. 
14. Now to the elders he said: 
    Stay here for us, until we return to you; 
    here, Aharon and Hur are with you — 
    whoever has a legal-matter may approach them. 
15. So Moshe went up the mountain, 
    and the cloud covered the mountain; 
16. the Glory of YHWH took up dwelling on Mount Sinai. 
    The cloud covered it for six days, 
    and he called to Moshe on the seventh day from amid the cloud.
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17. And the sight of the Glory of YHWH 
    was like a consuming fire on top of the mountain 
    in the eyes of the Children of Israel. 
18. Moshe came into the mist of the cloud  
    and he went up the mountain. 
    And Moshe was on the mountain 
    for forty days and forty nights.

Again, we have an emphasis on covenant words, although once the words have ceased, the elders do “see” God in some fashion, 
followed by the people’s seeing God’s glory atop the mountain. The covenant is made — first by the people’s agreeing (“All the words 
that YHWH has spoken, we will do!...we will do and we will hearken!”), and then by another formal step: a covenantal meal with the 
elders.

Lastly, the text of Deuteronomy, in chapters 4-5, reiterates the Sinai event, with a few wrinkles of its own:

Chapter 4: 
11. You came near, you stood beneath the mountain: 
    now the mountain was burning with fire, 
    up to the heart of the heavens, 
    in darkness, cloud and gloom. 
12. And YHWH spoke to you from the midst of the fire: 
    a voice of words you heard, 
    a form you did not see, 
    only a voice! 
13. He announced to you his covenant 
    which he commanded you to observe, 
    the Ten Words, 
    and he wrote them down on two tablets of stone. 
    ….

Chapter 5: 
4. Face to face did YHWH speak with you on the mountain from the midst of the fire 
5. —I myself was standing between YHWH and you at that time, 
    to report to you the word of YHWH, 
    for you were afraid of the fire 
    and would not go up onto the mountain — 
    …

18. These words YHWH spoke to your entire assembly at the mountain 
    from the midst of the fire, the cloud, and the gloom, 
    in a great voice, adding no more; 
    and he wrote them on two tablets of stone 
    and gave them to me. 
19. And it was, when you heard the voice from the midst of the darkness 
    and the mountain was burning with fire, 
    that you came near to me, all the heads of your tribes and your elders 
20. and you said: 
    Here, YHWH our God has let us see all his Glory and his greatness, 
    and his voice we have heard from the midst of the fire. 
    This day we have seen that God can speak to humans and they can remain alive! 
21. But now, for what [reason] should we die?  
    For it will consume us, this great fire;
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    if we continue to hear the voice of YHWH our God any more, 
    we will die! 
22.  For who is there among all flesh 
    that has ever heard the voice of the Living God speaking from the midst of the fire, as we have, 
    and remained alive? 
23. You go near and hear all that YHWH our God says; 
    and you speak to us all that YHWH our God speaks to you, 
    we will hearken and we will observe [it]. 
24. And YHWH hearkened to the voice of your words when you spoke to me, 
    YHWH said to me: 
    I have heard the voice of this people’s words that they have spoken to you; 
    it is well, all that they have spoken!

Here there has been a shift from, or perhaps I should say an intensification of, what came before. Some of the earlier motifs recur — 
words, hearing/hearkening to the Voice, being careful of the mountain’s boundaries as a life-and-death matter. But a new element 
has been added: fire. While Exodus 20:16 had described thunder and lightning, as well as the mountain shaking, the Deuteronomy 
passages emphasize fire, eight times in twelve verses! We recall that fire was a key element of the revelation at the Burning Bush; 
God is described elsewhere as a “devouring fire” (Deuteronomy 4:24). Yet fire is also transformative, both in nature and in folklore 
(see Greek myth, where Prometheus steals fire from the gods and bestows it on humans, and Norse and other mythologies, a god 
or creature of fire is portrayed as a trickster, a transformer). But its presence in Deuteronomy’s description of the Sinai event — or 
rather, in Moses’s speech about the Sinai event — has the function of serving to impress the Israelites, to warn them about violating 
physical and covenantal boundaries, and to indicate the great change wrought by God’s revelation.

   Much more significant from the text’s point of view are the  
   redemption from Egyptian bondage and the miraculous wandering  
   in the wilderness, both directed by God. It is these events that are  
   constantly harped on in the Bible. They form the basis for Israel’s life  
   as a holy people...
As I indicated above, the revelation at Sinai almost disappears in the rest of the Bible. There is a brief echo in the Elijah stories (I Kings 
19), where the prophet flees from Queen Jezebel to the mountain of God. But this is less an allusion to the giving of the Torah and 
more an attempt to portray Elijah as a kind of second Moses. A few references to the “mountain of YHWH” appear in various places, 
most of them referring to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The only direct reference to the Sinai event occurs in a later description of 
Solomon’s Temple, I Kings 8:9:

There was nothing in the Coffer  
save the two tablets that Moshe had put there at Horev, 
when YHWH cut [a covenant] with the Children of Israel, at their going out from the  land of Egypt. 
  [translation: E. Fox, The Early Prophets (New York: Schocken Books, 2014)

In other words, despite the long description of preparations for YHWH’s descending on the mountain, the scary painting of the 
shaking mountain when that occurred, Moses’ trips up and down, with the Israelites backing off, and finally, the people’s agreement 
to the terms of the covenant — namely, all the rich if sometimes confusing narratives about the Sinai event — the rest of the Hebrew 
Bible barely mentions it. Much more significant from the text’s point of view are the redemption from Egyptian bondage and the 
miraculous wandering in the wilderness, both directed by God. It is these events that are constantly harped on in the Bible. They 
form the basis for Israel’s life as a holy people, namely, I took you out of slavery; therefore, you should obey my commandments.

When we turn to Rabbinic traditions about Sinai that appear in the Talmud and Midrashic texts, a very different picture emerges. If 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

we recall that the Rabbis’ mission following the destruction of the Temple in 70 C. E. was to comfort the Jewish people, to convince 
them that God still loved them, and to establish values and practices that would enable Judaism and Jews to survive, it becomes 
clear that Sinai was in many ways more important to Rabbinic Jews than it was to biblical ones. The post-biblical legends and 
interpretations woven around the Sinai event stress the uniqueness both of that event and of the Jewish people themselves. First, 
the Midrash plays up a whole series of miracles said to have taken place: everyone afflicted with disease was instantly cured for 
life; all conflict and evil-doing among the Israelites ceased; no human or animal made a sound during the revelations; all Israelites 
received a “heavenly radiance” on their faces, along with a crown of fire; and everyone heard the words of God speaking in his own 
voice, to name just a few. Second, the physical description of Sinai, which appears in brief form in the Torah, is expanded in Midrashic 
treatment, with fearful portrayals of earthquake, fire and the like, resulting in all the kings of the world trembling. And the Rabbis 
imagine Mount Sinai rising into the sky, accompanied by tens of thousands of angels. Here are two of the Rabbinic portraits of what 
happened at the mountain, from Midrash Exodus Rabbah:

The Torah was given through seven voices. 
And the people saw the Master of the Universe revealed in each of these voices. 
That is the meaning of the verse “All the people saw the voices.” (Ex. 20:15) 
These voices were accompanied by sparks of fire 
and flashes of lightning in the shape of the letters of the Ten Commandments. 
They saw the fiery word pouring out from the mouth of the Almighty 
and watched as they were inscribed on the stone tablets, 
as it says, ‘The voice of God inscribes flames of fire’ (Ps 29:4). 
And when the people actually saw The-One-Who-Speaks-and-the-World-came-into-Being, they fainted away. 
Some say that their spirits left their bodies, 
while others say that they went into a prophetic trance. 
These visions brought them to trembling and shaking and a loss of the senses. 
Rabbi Yochanan said: 
When God’s voice came forth at Mt. Sinai, 
it divided itself into 70 human languages, 
so that the whole world might understand it… 
young and old, women, children, and infants, 
according to their ability to understand. (Ex. 19:19)….
Said Rabbi Abbahu in the name of Rabbi Yochanan: 
When the Holy One gave the Torah, 
no bird screeched, 
no fowl flew, 
no ox mooed, 
none of the angels flapped a wing, 
nor did the seraphim-angels chant, “Holy, Holy, Holy!” 
The sea did not roar, 
and none of the creatures uttered a sound. 
All through the whole world there was only a deafening silence 
as the Divine Voice went forth speaking: 
Anochi Adonai Elohecha (I am the Lord your God). 
  [translation adapted from www.sefaria.org]

In these portrayals, the Israelites are not only afraid, but also transformed. And the revelation affects not only those assembled at 
the mountain, but the entire world. The central Jewish event becomes a cosmic one.

Another theme that appears important to the Midrash is that of Israel accepting the Torah. On the one hand, the people are 
portrayed as willingly taking on the “yoke of the commandments” when all other nations rejected it, with a long description of how 
each nation could not bring itself to observe one of the Torah’s commandments. On the other hand, the Midrash has Israel accepting 
the Torah only after God lifts the mountain over them and threatens to drop it if they refuse it.
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The Torah does not offer much detail about Moses’s sojourn on Sinai for forty days and forty nights, other than to imply that he 
receives the laws from God. For the Rabbis, this is expanded into a detailed series of stories about Moses, whose journey goes 
beyond Sinai to heaven itself. Here he studies Torah — including the Oral Torah of the Rabbis! — and is even whisked into the future 
to the academy of Rabbi Akiba. One part of that story goes as follows:

Rabbi Yehudah said in the name of Rav: 
When Moses went to heaven he found God sitting and affixing crowns to the letters [of the Torah]. 
Moses said: “Master of the Universe, who stays your hand?” [I.e., why do you take so long to add these crowns to the letters?] 
God said to him: “A man will live at the end of many generations, 
and Akiva ben Yosef is his name. 
He will interpret on each and every stroke, heaps and heaps of laws.” 
He said to him: 
“Master of the Universe: Show him to me.” 
God said to him: “Turn around.” 
He went and sat at the end of the eighth row, but he did not understand the Torah they were teaching. 
Moses was very upset. 
At one point, his students said to [Rabbi Akiva]: “Teacher, how do you know this?” 
He replied: “It is halakha that was given to Moses at Mount Sinai.” 
So Moses was comforted. 
Moses then said to God, 
“Master of the Universe, 
you have a man of this caliber and yet you give the Torah through me?” 
God told him to be silent.

In this scene, Moses’s Midrashic journey reinforces the great authority, not only of himself as the great teacher, but of the Rabbis 
themselves, who thus are directly connected to Mount Sinai. And note that when Rabbinic discussions look for the firmest grounding 
for a law, they cite it as a “halakha of Moshe from Sinai,” making the event on the mountain part of their own process.
In other moments of his heavenly sojourn in the Midrash, Moses is shown the seven heavens and all the colors that will go into 
the construction of the Tabernacle. Most significantly, the Midrash portrays a long battle between Moses and the angels, who are 
threatened by the appearance of a mortal in their abode and who appear in fearful ways. They claim that the Torah should not be 
given to humans, who will corrupt it; God counters by making clear that the Torah addresses human concerns, such as idolatry, work, 
honoring parents, etc.

In the end, what Midrash enables the Rabbis to do is to expand the Sinai event to express eternal Jewish values: the uniqueness of 
the Torah and of the Jewish people; the willingness of the Israelites to take on the sacred task, and to pass it on to their children 
and children’s children; the importance of study; and the central role of the greatest Jewish “hero,” Moses, especially in his role as 
teacher. I have not included here discussion of the Ten Commandments themselves, which also receive a good deal of attention in 
the Midrash.

The Sinai revelation thus became one of the absolute key events in Jewish, if not biblical, history. So, it is not surprising that Shavuot, 
one of the three pilgrimage festivals (Passover and Sukkot being the other two) came to be connected to this event. Even the 
medieval development of Simhat Torah as a separate holiday could not displace the celebration of Sinai in the late spring, on the 
brief holiday we know as the Feast of Weeks,

I would recommend that for anyone interested in what Jewish tradition has to say about Sinai, the most useful English resources are 
the following anthologies: 
S. Y. Agnon, Present at Sinai: The Giving of the Law (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2002). 
H. N. Bialik and Y. H. Ravnitsky, The Book of Legends/Sefer Ha-Aggadah (New York: Schocken Books, 1992). 
Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1969). 
Also: Midrash Rabbah (London: Soncino Press, 1992).


