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Notes on Torah Study: 
 

- Different people approach Torah study in different ways.  There is not a right way or a 
wrong way – except that doing it the way you feel most called to do it is a good way to 
start. 

 
- The text of a Torah portion can be understood in four different ways, or, as some would 

see it, at four different levels: 
 

o P’shat, or the plain meaning of the text.  For example, in the part of the parasha 
(Torah portion) we’ll be studying (and that Jews traditionally study for Shavuot), 
it says we should not make graven images of idols.  Taking that literally would be 
the p’shat. 

 
o Drash, or the explanation of the text.  On this level, perhaps the text is talking 

about idolatry in a broader sense – not just crafting physical idols, but devoting 
energies, talents, and resources to idolizing something material that is not true 
to our deepest beliefs and values. 

 
o Remez, “hint.”  For instance, the language introducing the ten commandments 

says God descended to the peak, or literally “head,” of Mount Sinai, and then 
God summoned (literally: called out to) Moses, and Moses ascended.  We can 
wonder, what is the hint in the language of this text trying to draw our attention 
toward? 

 
o Sof refers to something subtle and hidden.  For example, the language in 19:20, 

just before the ten commandments, says that Moses descended, literally “went 
down,” to the people, to speak to them about the ten commandments.  Is there 
a hint, a nugget of interesting value, in this phrase? 

 
- All of the Torah has these four levels of meaning.  One isn’t better or more important 

than another. Part of what is enriching about studying Torah in a group is that different 
people bring different vantage points, backgrounds, experiences, ideas, and 
perspectives.  All contribute to our understanding. 

 
- Come as you are!  No preparation or previous background is needed.  And any and all 

questions and observations are welcome. 
 



- BUT, one traditional way to enhance Torah study is to have something sweet to eat 
and pleasing to drink by your side as you study, and, when you hear something 
especially satisfying, to take a bite of the sweet food and a sip of the refreshing 
beverage.  In Eastern Europe, this often involved sponge cake and plum brandy, but 
hey, this is the US and we’re living in a pandemic.  Be creative; use what you have!  
Dairy products are traditional on Shavuot, because the Torah is the milk of life. So … 
cheesecake?  Milk?  A fruit and yoghurt smoothie?  Ice cream? ☺ 

 
 
  



Some Highlights of Our Study Text: 
 
The presence of God – God as perceptible to human senses – comes to the peak of Mt. Sinai, 
and calls to Moses to come up to the peak of the mountain, to meet God there.  God tells 
Moses to go down to the people, because ordinary people would be harmed if they came close 
to God’s presence on the mountain.  Even the priestly class needs to undergo special 
preparations for the moment of encounter with God that is to come. 
 
God tells Moses to first descend to the people, and then ascend, with Aaron alongside him, to 
meet God.  The boundary between the assembled people in formation and the mountain where 
God’s presence comes to alight is not just necessary to respect and maintain, but holy. 
 
And then Moses descends to the assembled people, and God speaks to the people directly the 
words of the ten commandments.  (Or, in one reading of the text, Moses repeats to the people 
what God had just said to him.  And a warning:  If you try to count the commandments, it can 
get befuddling.  Some commandments take more than one verse to convey; others are included 
together in one verse.  Also, if what you read is slightly different from what you may have 
expected, that could be because there is a slightly different version of the ten commandments 
to come, in Parashat Va’etchanan in Deuteronomy.) 
 
A summary of the commandments: 
 

- God is our God, who freed us from slavery in Egypt.   
- We are to have no other gods. 
- We are not to make graven images of any kind.  We must not worship idols; God will 

punish us if we do.  On the other hand, God will be kind to us and our descendants if we 
follow God’s commandments. 

- We should not take God’s name in vain – i.e., what we would call swearing. 
- We are to remember Shabbat, and dedicate it to holiness as a day of rest from work.  

(The Deuteronomy version says instead we should guard Shabbat.  The words of Lecha 
dodi, sung on Friday evenings, remind is of the different wordings.) 

- Honor our parents; if we do, the days of our lives will increase. 
- Don’t murder. 
- Don’t commit adultery. 
- Don’t steal. 
- Don’t lie about our neighbors’ actions, or be jealous of their relationships or 

possessions. 
 
One can argue about how to parse these statements into ten commandments.  We’re Jewish, 
so we celebrate arguing about important things.  Looking to the text of the parasha to inform 
our thinking about what is worth arguing about, and why, can deepen and enrich our 
understanding. 
 
 



Questions for Discussion: 
 

1. Judaism says God is present everywhere, at every moment.  At the same time, the text 
makes clear that the Sinai moment – when the whole people were assembled, God’s 
presence was immediately perceptible, the Torah including the ten commandments 
were given to us, and we received the Torah – was a very special,  very powerful 
moment, which we commemorate on Shavuot.  What is the difference between God’s 
everyday presence and God’s Sinai presence?  What does the text have to teach us 
about that? 

 
2. At the moment of the Sinai encounter, God comes down to the mountain’s top; then 

Moses comes up to the mountain’s top, and then, when God tells him to, goes down the 
mountain to speak to the people.  The metaphors of going up and coming down seem 
important.  What explanations, hints, and hidden meanings can you derive from these 
spatial references? 

 
3. Tell us about a time in your life when it was difficult for you to uphold one of the ten 

commandments.  How does hearing the commandment today help you think differently 
about that experience? 

 
4. God seems unduly harsh when God says the misdeeds of a previous generation will be 

held against their descendants, and then it seems as if God is giving a kind of “get out of 
jail free card” to the descendants of those who have been kind and who have carried 
out God’s commandments.  Can you draw something meaningful to you from this part 
of the ten commandments text, which does not sit easily with contemporary values? 

 
5. Going through the ten commandments, which has been most meaningful to you, and 

why? 
 

6. We live in a time and place where many people we live among do not respect or follow 
the ten commandments – even some who proclaim loudly that they do, and weaponize 
the ten commandments against others.   Based on something you have learned from 
our study today, or from your own thoughts and reflections, how might you respond to 
such a person? 

 
 
  



Study Text: 
 
If you would like to compare the English text to the text in Hebrew, please go to   
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.19?lang=bi&aliyot=0; begin at verse 19:20, and continue 
through verse 20:14. 
 
19:20  The Lord came down upon Mount Sinai, on the top of the mountain, and the 
Lord called Moses to the top of the mountain and Moses went up. 
 
19:21  The Lord said to Moses, “Go down, warn the people not to break through to the 
Lord to gaze, lest many of them shall perish. 
 
19:22  The priests also, who come near the Lord, must stay pure, lest the Lord break out 
against them.” 
 
19:23  But Moses said to the Lord, “The people cannot come up to Mount Sinai, for You 
warned us saying, ‘Set bounds around the mountain and sanctify it.’ “ 
 
19:24  So the Lord said to him, “Go down, and come back together with Aaron; but let 
not the priests or the people break through to come up to the Lord, lest He break out against 
them.” 
 
19:25  And Moses went down to the people and spoke to them. 
 
20:1  God spoke all these words, saying: 
 
20.2  I the Lord am your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of 
bondage. 
 
20.3  You shall have no other gods besides Me. 
 
20.4  You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or any likeness of what is in 
the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth. 
 
20.5  You hall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your God am an 
impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children, upon the third and upon 
the fourth generations of those who reject Me, 
 
20.6  but showing kindness to the thousandth generation of those who love Me and 
keep My commandments.  
 
20.7  You shall not swear falsely by the name of the Lord your God; for the Lord will 
not clear one who swears falsely by His name. 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.19?lang=bi&aliyot=0


20.8  Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. 
 
20.9  Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 
 
20.10  but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the Lord your God:  you shall not do any 
work – you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger 
who is within your settlement. 
 
20.11  For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth and sea, and all that is in them; 
and He rested on the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the sabbath day and hallowed it. 
 
20.12  Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land that 
the Lord your God is assigning to you. 
 
20.13  You shall not murder.  You shall not commit adultery.  You shall not steal.  You 
shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 
 
20.14  You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s 
wife, or his male or female slave, or his ox or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s. 
 
 
And for another translation to compare, those interested can look at 
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading_cdo/aid/3791153/jewish/Text-of-Shavuot-
Torah-Reading.htm.  

https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading_cdo/aid/3791153/jewish/Text-of-Shavuot-Torah-Reading.htm
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading_cdo/aid/3791153/jewish/Text-of-Shavuot-Torah-Reading.htm

