
What does the wise [son] say? “’What are 
these testimonies, statutes and judgments 
that the Lord our God commanded you?' 
(Deuteronomy 6:20)” And accordingly you 
will say to him, as per the laws of the 
Pesach sacrifice, “We may not eat an 
afikoman [a dessert or other foods eaten 
after the meal] after [we are finished 
eating] the Pesach sacrifice (Mishnah 
Pesachim 10:8).”

ים וְהַמִּ ? חָכָם מָה הוּא אוֹמֵר ר  מָה הָעֵדוֹת וְהַחֻקִּ ים אֲשֶׁ שְפָטִּ
וָּה ה תְכֶׁם' צִּ סַחוְאַף אַתָה אֱמוֹר לוֹ כְהִּ . אֱלֹהֵינוּ אֶׁ :  לְכוֹת הַפֶׁ

יקוֹמָן סַח אֲפִּ ין אַחַר הַפֶׁ ירִּ .אֵין מַפְטִּ

/Deuteronomy.6.20
/Mishnah_Pesachim.10.8


What does the evil [son] say? “’What is this worship to 
you?’ (Exodus 12:26)” ‘To you’ and not ‘to him.’ And 
since he excluded himself from the collective, he denied 
a principle [of the Jewish faith]. And accordingly, you 
will blunt his teeth and say to him, “’For the sake of this, 
did the Lord do [this] for me in my going out of Egypt’ 
(Exodus 13:8).” ‘For me’ and not ‘for him.’ If he had 
been there, he would not have been saved.

.  וְלֹא לוֹ –ם לָכֶׁ . מָה הָעֲבוֹדָה הַזּאֹת לָכֶׁם? רָשָע מָה הוּא אוֹמֵר
ן הַכְלָל כָפַר בְעִּ  ת עַצְמוֹ מִּ יא אֶׁ הוֹצִּ י שֶׁ וְאַף אַתָה  . קָרוּלְפִּ

אֱמוֹר לוֹ  נָיו וֶׁ ת שִּ ה עָשָה: "הַקְהֵה אֶׁ י  ' הבַעֲבוּר זֶׁ י בְצֵאתִּ לִּ
ם צְרָיִּ מִּ י וְלֹא־לוֹ ". מִּ לּוּ הָיָה שָם. לִּ .גְְָללֹא הָיָה נִּ , אִּ

/Exodus.12.26
/Exodus.13.8


What does the innocent [son] say? 
“’What is this?’ (Exodus 13:14)” And 
you will say to him, “’With the 
strength of [His] hand did the Lord 
take us out from Egypt, from the 
house of slaves' (Exodus 13:14).’”

?מַה זּאֹת? תָם מָה הוּא אוֹמֵר
ק יָ "וְָמַרְתָ אֵלָיו  יָנוּ  בְחוֹזֶׁ ד הוֹצִּ

בֵית עֲבָ ' ה ם מִּ צְרַיִּ מִּ יםמִּ ". דִּ

/Exodus.13.14
/Exodus.13.14


And [regarding] the one who doesn't know 
to ask, you will open [the conversation] for 
him. As it is stated (Exodus 13:8), “And you 
will speak to your son on that day saying, 
for the sake of this, did the Lord do [this] 
for me in my going out of Egypt.”

שְאוֹל  אֵינוֹ יוֹדֵעַ לִּ נֶׁאֱמַר, ח לוֹ אַתְ פְתַ –וְשֶׁ ,  שֶׁ
נְךָ בַיּוֹם הַהוּא לֵ  גַדְתָ לְבִּ ה  , אמֹרוְהִּ בַעֲבוּר זֶׁ

ם' עָשָה ה צְרָיִּ מִּ י מִּ י בְצֵאתִּ . לִּ

/Exodus.13.8


ח  "י' בא פ, מכילתא דרבי ישמעאל
אחד חכם ואחד  : נמצאת אומר ארבעה בנים הם

חכם מה  . רשע ואחד תם ואחד שאינו יודע לשאול
מה העדות והחוקים (: כ:ואתחנן ו)הוא אומר 

אף אתה  ? אלקינו אותנו' והמשפטים אשר צוה ה
פתח לו בהלכות הפסח אין מפטירין אחר הפסח  

מה  (: כו:בא יב)רשע מה הוא אומר . אפיקומן
לכם ולא לו ולפי שהוציא את  ? העבודה הזאת לכם

אף אתה הקהה את  , עצמו מן הכלל וכפר בעיקר
לי  ' בעבור זה עשה ה( ח:בא יגְ)שיניו ואמור לו 

בצאתי ממצרים לי ולא לך אלו היית שם לא היית 
?  מה זאת(: יד:בא יגְ)תם מה הוא אומר . נגְאל

'  בחוזק יד הוציאנו ה( יד:בא יגְ)ואמרת אליו 
ושאינו יודע לשאול את . ממצרים מבית עבדים

והגְדת לבנך ביום ההוא  (: ח:בא יגְ)פתח לו שנאמר 
'  מה העדות והחוקים ר(: כ:ואתחנן ו)דבר אחר . 'וגְו

אליעזר אומר מנין אתה אומר שאם היתה חבורה של  
חכמים או של תלמידים שצריכים לעסוק בהלכות  

.  'פסח עד חצות לכך נאמר מה העדות וגְו

We find discussed four sons: a Wise Son, a Wicked Son, a Simple 
Son, and a Son Who Does Not Know How to Ask. What does the 
Wise Son say: “What is meant by these testimonies, and the 
statutes, and the ordinances, which the Lord, our God, has 
commanded us?” You, too, must tell him all the detailed regulations 
of Passover, for instance, that we do not partake of any dessert after 
eating the paschal lamb. What does the Wicked Son say: “What is 
this service of yours?” Meaning you, and not himself. Since he 
excludes himself from the community, showing that he rejects the 
main principle of faith, you should also make him feel uncomfortable 
by citing: “This is done because of that which the Lord did to me 
when I came out of Egypt.” Me and not him! If he had been there, 
he would not have been saved. What does the Simple Son say: 
“What is this?” You shall say to him, “By strength of hand the Lord 
brought us out of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” As for the 
Son Who Does Not Know How to Ask, you should prompt him, as it 
states: “And you shall tell your son on that day, saying, this is 
because of what the Lord did to me when I came out of Egypt.” 
Alternatively: “What is meant by these testimonies and the 
statutes?” Rabbi Eliezer says: From where is it derived that a group 
of scholars or students must engage in the laws of Passover until 
midnight? That is why [the Torah] states: “What is meant by these 
testimonies.”



ד    :פסחים י, תלמוד ירושלמי
בן חכם בן רשע  : חייה כנגְד ארבעה בנים דיברה תורה' תני ר

ואתחנן  )בן חכם מהו אומר . בן טיפש בן שאינו יודע לשאול
אלקינו ' מה העדות והחקים והמשפטים אשר צוה ה(: כ:ו

'  בחזק יד הוציאנו ה(: יד:בא יגְ)אף אתה אמור לו ? אותנו
מה (: כו:בא יב)בן רשע מהו אומר . ממצרים מבית עבדים

העבודה הזאת לכם מה הטורח הזה שאתם מטריחין עלינו 
מכיון שהוציא את עצמו מן הכלל אף אתה  ? בכל שנה ושנה

לי עשה לאותו  , לי' בעבור זה עשה ה(: ח:בא יגְ)אמור לו 
אילו היה אותו האיש במצרים לא היה ראוי  . האיש לא עשה

? מה זאת(: יד:בא יגְ)טיפש מה אומר . להגְאל משם לעולם
אף את למדו הלכות הפסח שאין מפטירין אחר הפסח  

.  אפיקומן שלא יהא עומד מחבורה זו ונכנס לחבורה אחרת
.  בן שאינו יודע לשאול את פתח לו תחילה

Rabbi Hayia taught: the Torah discusses four sons: a 
Wise Son, a Wicked Son, a Smallminded Son and a 
Son Who Does Not Know How to Ask. What does 
the Wise Son say: “What is meant by these 
testimonies, and the statutes, and the ordinances, 
which the Lord, our God, has commanded us?” You, 
too, must tell him: “By strength of hand the Lord 
brought us out of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage.” What does the Wicked Son say: “What is 
this service of yours?” What is the [reason] for this 
busyness that you worry yourselves about all year? 
Since he excludes himself from the community, you 
should also cite: “This is done because of that which 
the Lord did to me when I came out of Egypt.” Me 
and not this one! If he had been there, he would not 
have never been worthy of saving. What does the 
Smallminded Son say: “What is this?” For him you 
shall teach the laws of Passover, for instance, that 
we do not partake of any dessert after eating the 
paschal lamb. This, so he does not join one group 
and then another. You shall prompt the Son Who 
Does Not Know How to Ask.



יד  :בא יגְ' פ, י"רש
זה תינוק טפש שאינו יודע להעמיק שאלתו  : מה זאת

ובמקום אחר הוא אומר , "מה זאת"וסותם ושואל 
', מה העדות והחקים והמשפטים וגְו( כ:ואתחנן ו)

דברה תורה כנגְד ארבעה  . הרי זאת שאלת בן חכם
והשואל דרך  , ושאינו יודע לשאול, רשע: בנים

.והשואל דרך חכמה, סתומה

“What is this?” This is a smallminded young son 
who cannot comprehend the question. He is 
bolixed and asks, therefore: “What is this?” In 
another places it states: “What is meant by these 
testimonies, and the statutes?” This is the Wise 
Son’s question. The Torah addresses four sons: a 
Wicked Son, a Son Who Does Not Know How to 
Ask, one who asks in a bolixed manner and one 
who asks in a wise manner.



א  "שצ' י ס"סידור רש
, מקומות' מקראות הכתובים בפרשה בד' מד, כנגְד ארבעה בנים דברה תורה

חכם מה הוא אומר  . בנים' ובכולן אתה למד שלא דברה תורה אלא כנגְד ד
מה העדות והחוקים  , כי ישאלך בנך מחר לאמר(: כ:ו)בסדר ואתחנן כתיב 

הרי בנך חכם אמור שיודע לדבר  ? אלקינו אתכם' והמשפטים אשר צוה ה
ואין כאן לומר הרי הוציא את עצמו מן הכלל דכתיב  , לשאול בלשון נכונה

כלומר אתם שיצאתם  , "אתכם"ומה ". אלקינו' ה"דהא כתיב , "אתכם"
וכן החכם שואל מה העדות החוקים  . ממצרים שהיה הדבר עליכם

?  כלומר למה אנו אוכלין החגְיגְה קודם לפסח הלא הפסח עיקר. והמשפטים
אף אתה אמור לו כהלכות הפסח שלפיכך אנו אוכלים החגְיגְה קודם והפסח  

.  באחרונה שאין מפטירין אחר הפסח אפיקומן

The Torah discusses four sons in four different locations. In each, we find that 
there are exactly four types of sons. What does the Wise Son say: “When your 
son asks you in time to come, saying: “What is meant by these testimonies, 
and the statutes, and the ordinances, which the Lord, our God, has 
commanded you?” The Wise Son knows how to speak and ask questions. 
Therefore, we ought not say that his question removes him from the 
community, though it says “you.” After all, it [also] states “Hashem our Lord.” 
He uses “you” in reference to the Exodus in order to speak with [the others]. 
Similarly, the Wise Son asks: “What is meant by these testimonies, and the 
statutes, and the ordinances.” He asks about consuming the hagigah offering 
before the paschal lamb, even though the latter is more essential. So you 
should rehearse with him the laws of Passover; that we consume the hagigah 
before the paschal lamb since we do not partake of any dessert after eating 
the paschal lamb. 



ה    "צ' פסח ס' הל, מחזור ויטרי
חכם מה הוא אומר  : בנים' הדא למד שלא דברה תורה אלא כנגְד ד

כי ישאלך בנך מחר לאמר מה העדות  (: כ:ו)בסדר ואתחנן כתוב . 'כו
הרי בבן חכם הכתוב  . אלקינו אתכם' והחקים והמשפטים אשר צוה ה

ואין כאן לומר שהוציא  . מדבר שיודע לדבר ולשאל בלשון חכמה
?  "אתכם"ומה ". אלקינו' ה"דהא כתוב ". אתכם"דכתיב . עצמו

.  וכן החכם שואל. כלומר אתם שיצאתם ממצרים שהיה הדבר אליכם
כלומר למה אנו אוכלין החגְיגְה קודם לפסח  ? מה העדות והחוקים

שלפיכך אנו  . ואף אתה אמור לו כהילכות הפסח. הלא הפסח עיקר
אוכלין החגְיגְה קודם לפסח והפסח אחרון לפי שאין מפטירין אחר  

.  הפסח אפיקומן

For one thing, the Torah discusses four sons. In Ve-Ethanan it is stated: 
“When your son asks you in time to come, saying: “What is meant by these 
testimonies, and the statutes, and the ordinances, which the Lord, our God, 
has commanded you?” This addresses the Wise Son who how to speak and 
ask questions with wisdom. Therefore, we ought not say that his question 
removes him from the community, though it says “you.” After all, it [also] 
states “Hashem our Lord.” He uses “you” in reference to the Exodus in order 
to speak with [the others]. Similarly, the Wise Son asks: “What is meant by 
these testimonies and the statutes.” He asks about consuming the hagigah
offering before the paschal lamb, even though the latter is more essential. 
So you should rehearse with him the laws of Passover; that we consume the 
hagigah before the paschal lamb since we do not partake of any dessert 
after eating the paschal lamb. 



,  "מאמר בקורת בהגְדה של פסח", הרב דוד צבי האפפמאן
15(: ב"תרס)גְ "בית ועד לחכמים ח

אחרי חורבן המקדש כאשר לא היה עוד כל פסח אז במקום 
כן לא . היו צריכין לשנן הלכות הפסח, להשיב זבח פסח הוא

אחרי כי לא היתה עוד  , מה העבודה הזאת: יכלו עוד לשאול
.  כל עבודה

After the destruction of the Temple when there 
was no longer a paschal lamb and—perforce, no 
need to respond directly about the paschal 
slaughter—we needed to instead teach the laws of 
Passover. Similarly, the [Wise Son] could no longer 
ask: “What is this service?” as there was no 
service.



A Hungarian Haggadah (Budapest, 1924)Zim Haggadah: The Four Sons (Tel Aviv, 1952)









The process is reflected in an interpretation of the Four 
Sons of the Passover Hagaddah. One interpretation 
views these sons not as individual children but as 
generations. The first generation is wise, so to speak. 
He is committed to halachic Judaism; the second rebels 
and moves away. The third generation is “simple,” 
confused between the parent who does not observe 
and the grandparents who do. The fourth generation is 
so far removed, it does not even know how to ask a 
question. And the fifth son, his generation is no longer 
at the Passover seder at all. He has totally assimilated. 

Faranak Margolese, Off the Derech, 24.



Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, The Passover Haggadah (New York: Ktav, 1983), 61

According to a delightful interpretation ascribed to the former Lubavitcher Rebbe, 
Rabbi Joseph Isaac Schneersohn (1880-1950), the Four Children represent the four 
generations of the American experience. The Wise Child represents the European 
roots, the generation of the grandparents who came to America with beard and 
earlocks, dressed in streimel and kapote, steeped in piety, with a love for learning 
and profound knowledge of the Jewish tradition. 

Their progeny (the Wicked Child), brought up within the American “melting pot,” 
rejected his parent’s customs and ways of thought. He thought of himself as being in 
a new country with new ways of thinking and acting. To him, the parents were terribly 
old-fashioned and a bit foolish for not immediately adopting the new ways, which 
seemed more easygoing and profitable. Turning his back on the glories of the Jewish 
tradition, this child often became successful in business but was cynical in his outlook.

The third generation, the Simple Child is confused. He watched his grandfather 
making Kiddush on Friday night and his father standing by silently, perhaps 
resentfully, impatient to prepare for business on Saturday morning. The memory of 
this grandfather, though strong at one time, is fading, and so the confused Simple Child 
can only ask " זאתמה " -- caught as he is in the conflict between his grandfather and his 
father.

The fourth generation, the Child Who Does Not Know How to Ask, offspring of the 
Simple Child, is the greatest tragedy of all. He was born after his great-grandparents 
had died. He knows only his totally assimilated grandfather, the rasha, and his 
religiously confused father. He does not even know how to ask questions. This is our 
mute American generation, the generation of the child who thought it was someone’s 
birthday when she saw her great-grandmother lighting the festival candles. The only 
time this child has seen candles being lit was on birthdays. She did not even know how 
to ask. We are now being challenged to open our great heritage to this generation 
which lost it without ever knowing what it had possessed.  



Philip R. Alstat, “Passover in Our Time,” Jewish Week (March 29, 1975): 15  

The Wise Son in the Haggadah is a person who possesses an open mind and 
great natural intelligence but is wholly uninformed about the significance of 
Passover and the ritual prescribed for its celebration … Fortunately, the 
solution suggested in the Haggadah. “do thou inform him,” is proving to be 
efficacious. The Jewish intellectuals who have visited Israel—the Jewish 
scientists attending congresses at the Weizmann Institute of Science, Jewish 
professors lecturing at Israel's universities, Jewish medical specialists 
demonstrating at the Hadassah Hospital, our musical virtuosi concertizing 
before Israeli audiences—have all come away Jewishly inspired and 
transformed. The lingering Jewish spark within their souls, long dormant, is 
beginning to glow again with ever increasing intensity. 

The Wicked Son in the Haggadah is pictured as a person who is skeptical, 
cynical and resistant to the ideal of national redemption … His modern 
counterparts should be recognized instantly as the American Council for 
Judaism whose psycho-pathology has been diagnosed as a complex of self-
hate. Its spokesmen act more wicked than their prototype in the Haggadah 
...

The Simple Son, as portrayed in the Haggadah, is neither cynical nor hostile 
but merely uninformed … His modern counterparts are unsophisticated 
Jewish masses whose workaday chores leave them no time or energy for 
involvement in any of the conflicting “isms.” But, be it said to their credit, 
that their simplicity is coupled with common sense and unerring intuition, 
so that when Israel is in need of material and moral support they respond 
with enthusiasm and generosity.

One Too Young to Inquire obviously refers to a child. For a son of this age the 
author of the Haggadah urged that his father or elders take the initiative, as 
enjoined in the Torah (Exodus 13:8). "And thou shalt tell thy son.” How this 
should be done was demonstrated by Baron Edmond de Rothschild (1845-
1934) who will go down in Jewish history as the Nadiv Ha-yodua (the noted 
philanthropist) who fathered and supported the first Jewish settlements and 
industries in Palestine. 


