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Moses Mendelssohn’s Introduction to his 
Torah Commentary 

אסף: ל לעשות כאשר דברתי"ד הנ"ויואל מהרש
מעל ספרי  . . . וקבץ דברי הכתוב לפי פשוטו 

. . . ראשוני הפשטנים הגדולים 

ל אשר אין ערוך אליו  "י ז"המה המאור הגדול רש
בכל מקום שדרך בדרך הפשט  

ל המעמיק עד מאוד בפשוטו "ם ז"ונכדו הרשב
עד שלאהבת  , של מקרא ולפעמים יותר מהראוי

הפשט הוא נוטה לפעמים מנקודת האמת

. . ..ל שהיה בקי בכל החכמות "ע ז"והראב

Rabbi Solomon Dubno did as I had 
instructed him.  He gathered together the 
peshat explanations of Scripture . . . from 
the works of the earliest practitioners of 
peshat exegesis: 
From the works of the great luminary Rashi, 
who has, when he offers a peshat
explanation, no equal.
From the works of his grandson Rashbam 
who delved into the peshat meaning of the 
text deeply, in fact sometimes more than is 
appropriate.  So much so that it happens 
that due to his great love of peshat he 
occasionally misses the truth.
From the works of ibn Ezra who was an 
expert in all the sciences . . ..



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim

ל פתח באורו על הפרשה "ם ז"הרשב
הזאת העמוקה והרחבה עד מאוד  

ידעו ויבינו  :בהלכות ודינין בלשון הזה
אף , יודעי שכל כי לא באתי לפרש הלכות

כמו שפירשתי  , על פי שהם עיקר
בבראשית כי מיתור המקראות נשמעין  

ומקצתן ימצאו  , ההגדות וההלכות
.  ל"בפירושי רבינו שלמה אבי אמי זצ

Rashbam began his commentary 
on this profound and wide-ranging 
Torah portion by writing: “Let 
those who love wisdom know and 
understand that my purpose, as I 
explained in Genesis, is not to offer 
halakhic interpretations, wherein 
haggadot and halakhot are derived 
from superfluities in Scriptural 
language, even though such 
interpretations are the most 
essential ones. Some of those 
explanations can be found in the 
works of my mother's father, Rashi. 



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]

,  ואני לפרש פשוטן של מקראות באתי
.  ואפרש הדינין וההלכות לפי דרך ארץ

כמו  , ההלכות עיקר, ואף על פי כן
.)  ז"בבלי סוטה ט(שאמרו רבותינו 

] ל מקרא"צ[הלכה עוקרת משנה 
.ל"עכ

[Continuing to quote Rashbam’s intro]: “But 
my purpose is to explain the plain 
meaning of Scripture. I will explain 
the laws and rules [of the Torah] 
in a manner that conforms to the 
[natural] way of the world. 
Nevertheless, it is the halakhic 
level of interpretation that is the 
most essential one, as the rabbis 
said (Sotah 16a) "Halakhah 
uproots [the plain meaning of] the 
biblical text." 



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]

והנה אף אנו בצל כנפי הנשר הגדול  
נחסה ולא נזוז מפשוטי המקראות  

ימין ושמאל אבל לא שכחנו את הכלל  
על דעת  ' הכלול לנו בהקדמת הספ

ההבדל שיש בין הסותר למתחלף

We too will hover under the wings 
of the great eagle [Rashbam] and 
not depart from the plain 
meaning of Scripture to the right 
or to the left.  But we have not 
forgotten the principle which we 
laid down in the introduction to 
this work about the difference 
between “contradictory 
explanations” and “differing  
explanations.”



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]

והוא שפשוטו של מקרא אפשר 
שיהיה מתחלף לקבלת רבותינו באופן  

סותר  ' הביאור אבל אי אפשר שיהי
כי הדברים  . להם בהלכות ודינין

המתחלפים אינו מן הנמנע שיהיו  
שניהם אמת אבל הדברים הסותרים  

: אם האחד אמת השני שקר בהכרח

It is acceptable for the peshat to 
differ from the traditions of the 
rabbis, but it cannot contradict 
the rabbis in halakhah or law. It is 
still possible for “differing 
explanations” to both be true.  
But with “contradictory 
explanations,” if one is true the 
second is certainly false.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]

ולכן בכל מקום שהנראה מגלויו של 
ל  "פשטות המקרא סותר לקבלת רז
בהלכות ודינין חובה על המבאר  

לעזוב דרך הפשט מכל וכל ולילך  
בדרך הקבלה האמיתית או לעשות  

ואנחנו את : פשרה ביניהם אם תצלח
הברית הזאת כרתנו לבאורנו ואותו  

טובה עלינו' נשמור כיד ה

So whenever uncovering the 
peshat of Scripture contradicts the 
traditions of the rabbis in 
halakhah or law, the commentator 
must totally abandon the peshat 
and follow tradition, or, if 
possible, explain how the two 
explanations can be reconciled.  
We have made this the guiding 
principle of our commentary and 
we will keep to it, with God’s help.



)שמות כא ו(וְרָצַע אֲדֹנָיו אֶת אָזְנוֹ בַּמַּרְצֵעַ וַעֲבָדוֹ לְעֹלָם 

כמו  , כל ימי חייו: לפי הפשט: ם"רשב
וישב שם עד עולם : שנאמר בשמואל

)כ״ב:שמואל א א׳(

ידענו כי מלת  —ועבדו לעולם: מנדלסון
לזמנו של  . . . ק הוא זמן "לעולם בלה

.   שאין זמן מועדי ישראל ארוך ממנו,יובל
ויציאת חירות כאילו עולם מתחדש לו  

)ע"ראב(

Rashbam: According to the plain 
meaning of Scripture,  לעולם means 
all the days of his life, as it says 
concerning Samuel (I Sam. 1:22), "he 
must remain there for good” ( עד
.(עולם
Mendelssohn: We know that in 
[biblical] Hebrew עולם refers to time 
לעולם] . . . here means] up to the 
time of the Jubilee year; there is no 
longer period of time in the Jewish 
calendar.  Furthermore, when the 
slave goes free, it is as if his world 
has been renewed. (ibn Ezra)

https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Shemuel%20I/1.22
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Shemuel%20I/1.22


שמות  (. בַּעַל הַבּוֹר יְשַׁלֵּם כֶּסֶף יָשִׁיב לִבְעָלָיו וְהַמֵּת יִהְיֶה לּוֹ
)כא לד

:  לפי הפשט–והמת יהיה לו : ם"רשב
בדין הוא שהמת , כיון שמשלם כל דמיו

אבל חכמים פירשו  . יהיה למזיק
:):  'ק י"בבלי ב, ד"ל:א"מכילתא שמות כ(

. לניזק

ששמין  .  לניזק" והמת יהיה לו: "מנדלסון
.דמי הנבלה ומנכה לו מדמי נזקו

Rashbam: According to the plain 
meaning of Scripture, since the 
person who is responsible for the 
damages pays the entire price [of the 
dead animal], the carcass now 
logically belongs to him. However, 
the rabbis interpreted the verse to 
mean “to the damaged party.”
Mendelssohn: “The dead animal 
shall be his”: shall belong to the 
damaged party.  We estimate the 
value of the carcass and deduct that 
amount from the payment due.



On the sale of Joseph (Gen 37)

והנה אף שהותר למפרשי הפשט  
ל במדרשים ולבאר  "לעזוב דברי חז

מ לא  "מ, פשוטו של מקרא באופן אחר
יהיה זה כי אם במקום שאפשר לישב  
הכתוב באופן יותר נאות ומסכים עם  

אך .  טבע הלשון וקישור המאמרים
ל תסכים  "בפסוקים שלפנינו דעת רז

.יותר בהתרת הספקות

Although it is permitted for peshat 
commentators to stray from the 
midrashic explanations of the 
rabbis and to explain the plain 
meaning of Scripture in another 
way, this is only when they can 
offer an explanation of the verses 
that better conforms with the 
language and the context.  In the 
verses here, the opinion of the 
classical rabbis does a better job of 
solving the difficulties.



Exodus 20

אֵת כָּל הַדְּבָרִים  �הִים -אֱ וַיְדַבֵּר א
�הֶי�-אֱ 'האָנֹכִי ב. הָאֵלֶּה לֵאמֹר

אֲשֶׁר הוֹצֵאתִי� מֵאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם מִבֵּית  
עֲבָדִים לאֹ יִהְיֶה לְ� אֱ�הִים אֲחֵרִים עַל 

. . .פֶסֶל לאֹ תַעֲשֶׂה לְ� ג. פָּנָי

God spoke all these words, saying: 
I the LORD am your God who 
brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, the house of bondage. You 
shall have no other gods besides 
Me. You shall not make for 
yourself a sculptured image, 

https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%92%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%94:%D7%A9%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%9B_%D7%90
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%92%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%94:%D7%A9%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%9B_%D7%91
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%92%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%94:%D7%A9%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%9B_%D7%92


impitrts ther-n br an utte rilncc or st:1tcrncnt l1-1Llsi nrs: Lr'Li'\ r LLl'LL rr

laol thysoul \prot,.rr:r3f*,hodoesnotdeceirel 
ancl if rhcc.,ne*'h,,,ir.r.rp-Lrr'' '

isGodHimselfinHisglory,thelistenermust[hrst]belierethathei:I';r'ri
(fer. ro:ro).r8

It would appear that this is truly how it l\'as: that fthe children of-l lsr" -
descenclantsofalonglineofbelieverslg-knewandbelievedintheeti.r.,-
ofGoclandHisunity,Someofthembymeansofintellectualdiscernment....
some as a received tradition from trustworthy ancestors or.from the leade rs '

sages of the generation' This statement [in v' z] only intended to single therr

as a special possessic,ln amo1.tg all the nations So that they become a hol1, pc,,:.. -

Gocl (Ex. t9:5--6i) fio1n n*ti"g:r11 the nations of the earth' as I will explain T

is because with regard to nli th. speculative inrelligrble propositions thirl

mentioned, the chiidren of Israel n.e r,eithe. different from nor har,e an aclr..:.

tage over the other ptopt"" ali acknor'viecige His divinity' may He be ble "'
and even those r,vho *irn+ other gocls .,.tr-rowle.lge the great pou'er anti '

,"lr,tn.a might of the God ,oo'iHigh' ancl liker'vise our Sages said"'T' '
call Him the God of Gocls.,,rl, Likeu,ise, .Scripture states From ulh,ere the sLlll . . .

to uhere it sets, my ltJame is ltonored (lmol?g the PeoPLes, and euerytuhere incett:' .' '

pure oblatic-tn are rtfibrcd ttrt rr.t'Narre '(\'inl' "'i)' And it would aPPear that ::

isu.hatthePsalmistrr.irs:ilsorcferringto',vhenhesaidTheheauensdeclar,:,..

9lo6o.fGotl.erc.'(Ps'r9:z)'\-oteach.tng'ttouords'cuithoutauoicebeingh'';-
.(ps. 

r g:1). The rntenclecl,1eantr-rg is thai rhat notion [of God's existencel *'()-'

hecorrc kn,,u-n in thc ri'orlcl u'ithout utterance and speech' for everlt utter:1:- ':

..tn.1 ,L.eech 1s Inrlrr-tl onlr.to one r,r,ho-understands that fparticular] langu....

n'hilerhe.lcclrlrltllnsilfheavenandtheworksofGod'shandscanbeunci'-
stoocl br ,t11 rhe u'orlcl's inhabitants. with these, there is neither speaker r-'

r'orcls that \\'on't bt he rircl and understood by everyo ne'fo-t the.ir chotd is sott';'j'

ouertheentti-ce,ti.th,theirinstructirlnreachesasfarasthehabitedworld(Ps.t9:<

-rs. 

Thc phrase iro. Terc.i"ih can:rlso be translatecl.:rdjectivally, x God is true, in the ..:

thatGoclislaithfiLi.,,..r.."..*...i.v.jv{enc]elssohnarticulateclthisargumentinthesametern:'
Jerusalem.After stating,t l,lrr,l,.rrir. containecl no exclusive reuelation.f eternal truths' anLl :;'

no,,univers:rl religion,,i,.-,."Lir.a,, q.as re'ealed at Sinai, he q,rore: "In re:rlity, it could not i-.:

heen revealetl there. tirr ,,;; .,r,, to be convinced of these etcrnal doctrines of salvation br :

voice of thuncler an; the ,,rr".1.'"tt,r"-petsi Surelv not the.nthinking, brute-like man' \\:'

orvn reflections had not ret led himto the existence ofan invisible being that governs the Iisr: 
'

The niraculou, ",,i." 
*o.,iJ ,.o, t ,,t. instillcd any concepts in him and, therefore' $'oukl :

h.tre conrinc,J him /rr&'l r:rr1\'

rg. Lit.: believe., ltrr["-"..f,t e sons ofbelievers, a popular saying that originated in rabb::'

liter:rture.
zo. N,ien. r roa. The l:rtter parr of this sentence, from "ftheyl acknorvledge the great por" '

and the rabbini..io,i..,'r"", ir"r.,,. Lo,r-r Ramba's.o,-r-r-.,.,.ry on v.3' The phrase "God rr'

High" (ei 'el\'en1 u"^'"p; ;t;t, 'i'-ttt 
it "llt"ittl 

to Gen' r4:iB-zo and a pre-israelite:rcknoule -::

mint of divine powe r ancl authority'

z r. The :rrgumenr ^".i 
pr."ii.r1, of'ferecl he re [,ere repeated in J erusalem; sce JubA' E: r 9 t -: -
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Maimonides, Laws of Avodah Zarah 

 

In the days of Enosh, the sons of man erred exceedingly, the advice 
of the wise men of that generation was nullified, and even Enosh 
himself was among the victims of that folly. Their mistake was this: 
Seeing, said they, that God created these stars and planets to rule 
the world, that He placed them high above to share honours with 
them, for they are ministers who render service in his presence, it 
is proper that they be praised and glorified and honoured. This is 
the will of God, to exalt and honour him whom He exalted and 
honoured, even as a king desires to honour those who stand in his 
presence, for such is the honour of the king. As soon as this matter 
was rooted in their heart, they commenced to erect temples in 
honour of the stars, to offer sacrifices to them, to praise and glorify 
them in words, and bow down to them—their purpose, according 
to their perverse notions, was to obtain the Creator’s favour.  This 
was the root of idolatry and this was what the idolaters, who knew 
its fundamentals, said.  They did not, however, maintain, that there 
was no God other than a particular star [that they were 
worshiping]. This is as Jeremiah says: "Who would not fear You, O 
King of the nations? For it befits You; forasmuch as among all the 
wise men of the nations, and in all their royalty, there is none like 
unto You. But they are altogether brutish and foolish; the vanities 
by which they are instructed are but a stock" (Jer. 10.7–8). As if 
saying: Everyone knows that You alone are God; but their mistake 
and foolishness is in supposing that this vanity is Your will. 

  



In the long process of time, there arose among the sons of men 
false prophets, who asserted that God commanded them saying: 
"Worship that particular star, or all of the stars, and offer sacrifices 
to it, and pour out for it such and such libations, and erect a temple 
for it.  Make an image of it so that all of the people, women and 
children and the rest of the populace shall bow down to it". The 
false prophet pointed out to them the form which he invented and 
told them that this was the image of the particular star which was 
pointed out to him in his prophecy. In this manner they started to 
draw images in temples, beneath trees, upon mountain-tops and 
elevated places, where they congregated to bow down to them.  
They spoke to the people, saying: "This image has it in its power to 
do good and evil, and it is proper to worship it, and be in awe of it." 
Their priests, moreover, would say to the people: "By this worship 
you will increase and succeed; do thus and such, but not that and 
this". Then still other imposters rose up to assert that the star itself, 
or the planet, or the angel spoke to them and instructed saying: 
"Worship me thus and such"—thus making known to the people 
the ways of worship—and taught the people, "Do so but do not do 
so." So gradually the custom spread throughout the world, and the 
worship of images with varied ceremonies, to sacrifice to them and 
to bow down to them was inaugurated. After the lapse of a long 
time the honoured and revered Name of God was forgotten by 
mankind . . .  



36, sEFER NETTL/or HA-;HALOM

Noah '"vere not warned against slxittuf,2E since with regard to [Noahides] these

deeds are not considered to be a rebellion against divine honor-as long as it is

not their intention to remove themselves from the domain of the God of gods and
the Lord of lords (Deut. ro:r7).

F:lowever, we [are] the people close to him (Ps. r48:r4), since He browght us out
of Egypt, the ltouse of bondage (Ex. r3:r4), and did all these wonders for us in or-
der to be His uery oun tredsLtred peoplefrom among all the peoples (Deut. 4:2o,7:6\t
[and on account o1-l His ruling over us in His glory directly, without the means

of an angel or fcelestiallminister or star, we, his servants, are obligated to accept

upon ourselves the yoke of His kingship and rule, and to fulfill His decrees. He
decreed upon us not to worship anything other than Him; and He specified th.
forms of worship that are appropriate to Him akrne, fbut] not to any being othe:
than Him, and it is thus not appropriate to conjoin another god to Him rvitr-.

any of these modes of worship. Thus Scripture said:r1r Or uhen you looftup to tl::
sfut and see the sun, tlze moon, the -;tars, the ultole ltost of the heauens, and you a,,
misled tc) uenerdte them and cuorship tltem; since, indeed, the Eternal your God h.;.

surely permitted tltemfor all tlte otlter peoples under the s/1y. But the Eternal toort.tr,:

from the ironfurnace, that is, he led you out of Mi;rayim, that you might become H,
treasured people , as you nc,u truly are'(Deut. 4:r9-zo).rt)

As such, our verse may be restated as follows: I'(the speaker and commancl.:
am the Eternal "(rn,ho'"vas, is, and will be, the source of all existent things. r,,:
is pror,ident and present at the time of their troubles to those who love me) r'ou:
God'(mightv and pou'erful. fiom r,vhom all good is hoped and all bad is fear.

28. The sorcl:hittuf (,lrt: partnership or associ:rtion) appearcd in medieval sources lvith r

ence to the notion that Noahides $ere not prohibited fiom believing in deities other than G
long as those deities rvere associ:rted u'ith-and secondarv 16-1hs true God of Israel. XI.:
sohn w:rs thus :lrguing that :rs long as gentiles recognizecl the ultimate supremacl' of G. :

lvorship ofan associated star or celestial being or even a hum:ln did not constitute idolati.
was therefore permissible. The source of this position, hou,ever, was not in the r.vriting.
Sages, as Mendelssohn suggested, but Tosalot to San. 63b, later codified in the gloss of R. \
Isserles to Shulhan 'Arufth, Oral.t gayyim $ r56(r).

29. The verses preceding this citation reiterated the r.l,arnings against worshipping ,

sculpted images ofany sort. Verses r9-zo served:rs a deuteronomistic addcndum that eru:-.
Israel's unique obligation to uphold a "pure" monothe ism, thus proscribing the u,orship , :':
enly bodies even though they were divinely created.

3o. In the Be'ur to Deut. 4:r9, Mendelssohn cited Rashban'r and inserted two parcn:-l
comments that reinlorced his point here: "Since, indeed, the Etenul your God has sure/t p,. -

themfor all tlte ot/ter peoples: . . . According to the truepsrrat, the words mean thar indcc :

allou'ed them [= heavenly bodies] to all the nations to worship because He is not concern. =

then-r fengaging in such worship] "(as long:rs they rccognrze and:rcknowledge thrrt G. :

cause of all causes, the supreme Provident; lor sltittuf was not prohibited to the descen.:.
Noah). l3r.rt the Eternal tooftyou . . . and led you out . . . that you migltt become Hi treaiili :..
and to rvorship Him, and that He uill befor you a God (I)ett. z9:rz) '(u'ithour any int.r::
or shittufl."

q-
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CommentarY
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