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SHAVUOS
There is something unique about the holiday of Shavuos. For all 
other Jewish holidays, the Torah prescribes an exact calendar date.  
For example, Succos is on the fifteenth day of the month of Tishrei.  
Pesach is the fifteenth of Nissan. Rosh Hashanah is on the first of 
Tishrei, while Yom Kippur is on the tenth of that month. Yet, the 
Torah never gives an exact date for Shavuos.  It simply tells us to 
count seven weeks - forty-nine days from Passover, and then on 
the fiftieth day we are told to celebrate Shavuos.

The fact that the Torah uses Passover as a marker by which we 
calculate the date for Shavuos indicates that in some way the two 
holidays are connected. There is a link between the exodus from 
Egypt, the theme of Passover, and our nation standing at the 
foot of Mount Sinai to receive the Torah, which is the theme of 
Shavuos. Our freedom from Egyptian bondage was for a purpose.  
There was a greater goal. G-d’s intention was to take us out to the 
desert and give us our greatest national treasure, the Torah.

Shavuos is referred to in our prayers as זמן מתן תורתינו, the time 
when our Torah was given to us. The moment that we were 
offered and we accepted the Torah was a momentous time in 
our history that forever changed the destiny of our people. In 
this curriculum, we will examine that moment in time when our 
ancestors proudly and unanimously accepted G-d’s treasure, our 
holy book, the Torah. 
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IT WASN’T ONLY THE JEWS 
WHO WERE OFFERED THE TORAH

The Midrash tells us that G-d initially went around to all the 
nations of the world and offered them the Torah. Each nation 
inquired what exactly was written in the Torah. Upon hearing 
what the Torah asked of them, they replied that they they didn’t 
want it:
 

When the Holy One Blessed is He revealed himself to give 
the Torah to the nation of Israel, He didn’t only reveal 
Himself to Israel, rather, He revealed Himself to all the 
nations of the world. First, He went to the descendants of 
Eisav and asked them if they wanted to receive the Torah. 
They asked G-d, “What is written in the Torah?” G-d 
responded, “It is written ‘You may not murder’”. They said 
that the very essence of their nation, as handed down to 
them from their forbearer Eisav is murder, as it is written, 
“And the hands are the hands of Eisav” (Genesis 27:22), 
and “You shall live by your sword” (Genesis 27:40). G-d 
then went to the children of Ammon and Moav and offered 
them the Torah.  They asked what was written in it and 
G-d replied that the Torah prohibits adultery. They refused 
the Torah, stating that sexual promiscuity is the foundation 
of their people, as it says, “And the two daughters of Lot 
became pregnant from their father” (Genesis 19:36). G-d 
then offered the Torah to the descendants of Ishmael, and 
they asked, “What is written in the Torah?” G-d said, “In 
the Torah it states that you may not steal”. They refused the 
Torah, because theft is the essence of their people, as it says 
in Genesis 16:12, “And he (Ishmael) will be a wild man”. 
G-d proceeded to offer the Torah to every single nation, but 
they all refused it.  Then G-d offered the Torah to the Jews 
and they accepted it (Midrash Sifrei Deuteronomy 343).

ספרי דברים פרשת וזאת הברכה פיסקא שמג 
כשנגלה הקדוש ברוך הוא ליתן תורה לישראל לא על ישראל בלבד הוא נגלה 
אלא על כל האומות, תחילה הלך אצל בני עשו אמר להם מקבלים אתם את 
התורה אמרו לו מה כתוב בה אמר להם +שמות כ יג+ לא תרצח אמרו כל 
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עצמם של אותם האנשים ואביהם רוצח הוא שנאמר +בראשית כז כב+ 
והידים ידי עשו +שם /בראשית/ כז מ+ ועל חרבך תחיה הלך אצל בני עמון 
ומואב אמר להם מקבלים אתם את התורה אמרו לו מה כתוב בה אמר להם 

+שמות שם /כ יג/+ לא תנאף אמרו לו כל עצמה של ערוה להם היא שנאמר 
+בראשית יט לו+ ותהרין שתי בנות לוט מאביהן הלך אצל בני ישמעאל אמר 
להם מקבלים אתם את התורה אמרו לו מה כתוב בה אמר להם +שמות שם 

/כ יג/+ לא תגנוב אמרו לו כל עצמם אביהם ליסטים היה שנאמר +בראשית 
טז יב+ והוא יהיה פרא אדם וכן לכל אומה ואומה שאל להם אם מקבלים את 

התורה שנאמר +תהלים קלח ד+ יודוך ה' כל מלכי ארץ כי שמעו אמרי פיך 
יכול שמעו וקבלו תלמוד לומר +מיכה ה יד+ ועשיתי באף ובחימה נקם את 

הגוים אשר לא שמעו לא דיים שלא שמעו אלא אפילו שבע מצות שקבלו 
עליהם בני נח לא יכלו לעמוד בהם עד שפרקום כיון שראה הקדוש ברוך הוא 

כך נתנם לישראל

Further Analysis: How could G-d have offered the Torah to 
the other nations before giving it to the Jews? Hadn’t He made 
a promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob that their descendants 
would be the chosen people and would be given the Torah and 
the land of Israel? Surely it was intended to be the legacy of the 
Jews!

The answer is that G-d wasn’t offering the Torah to the other 
nations instead of giving it to the Jews. Rather, it was offered 
to them in addition to the Jews. The intent was that the Jews 
wouldn’t be the only ones given the Torah. The whole world 
needed to have had the opportunity to receive the Torah.  
Otherwise, years down the line, they would complain that it 
was unjust and unfair. They would claim that had they been 
given the chance, they would have jumped at it. Therefore, G-d 
first approached them, offered it to them and recorded their 
unequivocal rejection, assuring that there will be no complaints 
in the future.
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נעשה ונשמע 
WE WILL DO AND WE WILL HEAR

The Torah tells us that the Jewish people enthusiastically accepted 
the Torah at Mount Sinai.

“He (Moses) took the Book of the Covenant and read 
it in earshot of the people, and they said, ‘Everything 
that Hashem has spoken, we will do and we will hear!’” 
(Exodus 24:7)

 שמות פרק כד פסוק ז
ע: ַוִיַקח ֵסֶפר ַהְבִרית ַוִיְקָרא ְבָאְזֵני ָהָעם ַויֹאְמרּו ֹכל ֲאֶשר־ִדֶבר ְיֹקָוק ַנֲעֶשה ְוִנְשָמֽ

The Jews were rewarded for their willingness to follow the word 
of G-d, as we see in the Talmud: 

R’ Simai expounded: At the time that Israel preceded “we 
will do” to “we will hear”, sixty myriads of ministering 
angels came to each and every individual. They tied two 
crowns on each Jew, one corresponding to “we will do”, 
and one corresponding to “we will hear”. But when Israel 
sinned with the golden calf, one hundred and twenty 
myriad of destructive angels descended and removed the 
crowns (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbos 88a).

תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף פח עמוד א 
דרש רבי סימאי: בשעה שהקדימו ישראל נעשה לנשמע, באו ששים ריבוא 

של מלאכי השרת, לכל אחד ואחד מישראל קשרו לו שני כתרים, אחד כנגד 
נעשה ואחד כנגד נשמע. וכיון שחטאו ישראל, ירדו מאה ועשרים ריבוא 
מלאכי חבלה, ופירקום. שנאמר ויתנצלו בני ישראל את עדים מהר חורב.

Further Analysis: 
QUESTION #1  Perhaps the first question one has when 
reading this passage from the Talmud is why were double the 
amount of angels used to divest them of the crowns? Sixty myriad 
angels were involved in placing the crowns on the people’s heads, 
but 120 myriad were used in the removal. Both the placement 
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and the removal involved the same number of crowns. Shouldn’t 
it also involve the same number of angels?

QUESTION #2  Another question that arises is why the 
Talmud places so much significance on the two expressions, 
“We will do and we will hear”? What is the meaning of each 
of those statements?  Furthermore, the Talmud notes that they 
preceded the words, “we will do” to “we will hear”. Why was it 
so important that they first said “we will do” before saying, “we 
will hear”?

There is a powerful lesson learned from the Ten Commandments 
that can be applied to answer the first question. In the middle 
of the second commandment, when the Torah prohibits idol 
worship, the following is written:

You shall not bow down to them (idols) nor worship them, 
for I am Hashem your G-d, a jealous G-d, who visits 
the sin of fathers upon children to the third and fourth 
generations, for my enemies; but who shows kindness 
for thousands of generations to those who love me and 
observe My commandments (Exodus 20:5).

שמות פרק כ
ֹנִכי ְיֹקָוק ֱאֹלֶהיָך ֵאל ַקָנא ֹפֵקד ֲעֹון  א־ִתְשַתֲחֶוה ָלֶהם ְולֹא ָתָעְבֵדם ִכי ָאֽ )ה( לֹֽ

י: ָאֹבת ַעל־ָבִנים ַעל־ ִשֵלִשים ְוַעל־ִרֵבִעים ְלֹשְנָאֽ
י: ס )ו( ְוֹעֶשה ֶחֶסד ַלֲאָלִפים ְלֹאֲהַבי ּוְלֹשְמֵרי ִמְצֹוָתֽ

When the Torah speaks of punishment, it states that 
punishment can extend for up to four generations beyond the 
sinner.  But when it speaks of reward, it says that Hashem will 
show kindness to thousands of generations, which implies to 
at least two thousand future generations. Here we see that the 
attribute of mercy and reward is stronger than that of justice 
and punishment.  Reward extends to far more generations than 
does punishment. 

The same lesson can apply to the angels involved with the crowns 
at Mount Sinai when the Jewish people received the Torah.  The 
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angels of mercy and reward were powerful angels, and each 
angel was tasked with placing two crowns on the head of each 
person who had enthusiastically declared, “We will do and 
we will hear”. When it came to punishment, however, double 
the amount of angels were needed. These angels of justice and 
retribution were not as powerful and each one was capable of 
removing just one crown. The lesson here is clear. G-d wants to 
reward us.  He wants us to succeed in life’s challenges and tests 
and prove ourselves worthy of His kindness. All that we need to 
do is live up to that expectation!

THREE APPROACHES 
EXPLAINING THE STATEMENT: 

“WE WILL DO AND WE WILL HEAR”

 The Beis Halevi (Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik 1800s) 
The Jews are declaring their readiness to accept the Torah. They 
really want it and are willing to engage in all aspects of Torah 
study. There are two components to Torah study: 

a. If one is interested in fulfilling the mitzvos, the 
commandments and expectations that the Torah has of us, 
then as a prerequisite, it is necessary to study the Torah.  In 
order to keep the laws of kosher, one must first figure out, via 
the guidance of the Torah, what is kosher and what is not.  
This part of Torah study is called, נעשה- “we will do”. Here, 
the Jewish people expressed their commitment to study the 
Torah in order to gain the knowledge necessary to perform 
the mitzvos of the Torah.

b. There is a second aspect of Torah study.  Even if one already 
knows the entire Torah, or if there are some laws which no 
longer apply today when we are living in the Diaspora, 
it is still a great mitzvah to study the Torah. The Torah is 
described as the delight and joy of Hashem.  If our Creator 
gets tremendous pleasure in studying the Torah, then we, his 
people, are meant to follow His example and should bask 
in the enjoyment of Torah study This part of Torah study 
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is referred to as, נשמע- “we will hear”. At Mount Sinai, our 
ancestors accepted upon themselves both aspects of Torah 
study when they proclaimed the words "נעשה ונשמע"- “we 
will do, and we will hear”.

Story: The great sage, Rabbi Akiva Eiger was traveling 
through the Polish country side. One evening, he stopped at 
a small inn to spend the night.  Although the innkeeper had 
heard the name of the great Rabbi Akiva Eiger, he still didn’t 
recognize him and was thus unaware of the identity of his 
esteemed guest. Before going to bed, Rabbi Eiger asked his 
host if he had any Torah books that he could borrow. The 
man gave him an old, worn copy of one of the early, more 
obscure commentaries of the Talmud.  The Rabbi spent 
the night studying the text from the yellowed pages. In the 
middle of the book, there was one page that was missing. It 
had been torn out.  Rabbi Eiger took out a piece of paper 
and from memory wrote the text of the missing page and 
inserted it into its correct place in the book.

 The first impression that one has after hearing this story is: 
“Wow! How incredible! He knew the whole book by heart!”  
What a scholar!  But upon further analysis, there is a deeper 
message to be learned from the story. Rabbi Eiger knew 
the whole book by heart and yet, he still spent the night 
studying it! Despite the fact that it was already embedded 
firmly in his memory, he still reveled in the enjoyment of 
studying Hashem’s Torah. He was fulfilling the element of 
Torah study known as “נשמע- we will hear”.

 Maharal of Prague (Rabbi Yehuda Loew, 1500’s) 
The Hebrew word שמע- which generally means to hear or to 
listen, really has three different shades of meaning. 

a. It can be taken in its simplest sense; to hear a sound, 
implying that the sound is audible and reaches the ear of the 
listener. One of the first times that the word is used in the 
Torah it is understood in this simple way. After Adam and 
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Eve sinned, the Torah tells us the following:

“They heard the sound of Hashem G-d manifesting itself 
in the garden toward evening; and the man and his wife 
hid from Hashem G-d among the trees of the garden” 
(Genesis 3:8).

בראשית פרק ג פסוק ח 
ָאָדם ְוִאְשתֹו  ִיְשְמעּו ֶאת־קֹול ְיֹקָוק ֱאֹלִהים ִמְתַהֵלְך ַבָגן ְלרּוַח ַהיֹום ַוִיְתַחֵבא ָהֽ ַוֽ

ן: ִמְפֵני ְיֹקָוק ֱאֹלִהים ְבתֹוְך ֵעץ ַהָגֽ

b. The second meaning of the word שמע is to accept.  I not 
only hear your words but I will accept and adhere to them.  
When Abraham and Sara were at odds with each other 
regarding how to deal with their wayward son, Ishmael, G-d 
instructs Abraham:

“Whatever Sara tells you, heed her voice” (Genesis 21:12).

בראשית פרק כא פסוק יב 
ֹכל ֲאֶשר ֹתאַמר ֵאֶליָך ָשָרה ְשַמע ְבֹקָלּה  

Here, the word שמע means to heed and accept.

c. The word שמע can also mean to understand. When Joseph 
was the viceroy in Egypt and his brothers came down to 
buy some grain, he tried to hide his identity from them.  
He spoke to them through an interpreter. The brothers 
were under the impression that this Egyptian viceroy didn’t 
understand their Hebrew language, so when the interpreter 
left the room, they spoke freely in front of him. The Torah 
relates:

“Now they did not know that Joseph understood, for an 
interpreter was between them” (Genesis 42:23).

בראשית פרק מב פסוק כג 
ם: ְוֵהם לֹא ָיְֽדעּו ִכי ֹשֵמַע יֹוֵסף ִכי ַהֵמִליץ ֵביֹנָתֽ
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They were certainly aware that whatever words they spoke 
were audible to Joseph, but they didn’t realize that he 
understood them. 

In the phrase "נעשה ונשמע" – “we will do and we will hear”, the 
word hear is meant to be understood with this third translation, 
we will understand. The implication was that the Jews were 
willing to accept the mitzvos, they were willing to do and to 
practice them, even before they understood them. Their Torah 
acceptance was independent of an understanding and not in 
any way hinged upon it. That was the greatness of placing the 
word נעשה before the word נשמע - they didn’t first ask for an 
explanation. They demonstrated a faith in G-d that anything He 
would ask of them would be something purposeful and good, 
even if the deeper understanding eludes the human intellect.

 Meshech Chachma (Rabbi Meir Simcha Hacohen of 
Dvinsk, early 1900’s)
There are a total of 613 mitzvos in the Torah. It is impossible 
for any one person to perform all six hundred and thirteen of 
them. Certain mitzvos can only be performed by priests, other 
ones only by judges, and many of them could only have been 
performed in the times of the Temple in Jerusalem. Although we 
can’t personally fulfill all the mitzvos, there is still a way for us to 
be connected to all of them. When someone studies the topic of 
a certain mitzvah and delves into what the Torah says about it, 
then it is considered as if they have fulfilled that mitzvah.

Based on this concept, the Meshech Chachma explains the two 
phrases of נעשה ונשמע, “We will do and we will hear”. “We will 
do” refers to all of those mitzvos we can personally participate 
in and perform in the literal sense. The phrase expresses our 
excitement about actively engaging in mitzvah observance. The 
second phrase, “We will hear” refers to those mitzvos that can’t 
be done by us personally. But we still want to be involved in 
them; we want to hear and learn more about them. At Mount 
Sinai, the Jewish people were so enthusiastic about receiving the 
Torah that they just couldn’t get enough of the mitzvos. They 
sought to be involved in any way possible.



SUMMATION  The holiday of Shavuos commemorates 
the day that we got the Torah. The entire world was also 
given the chance to have the Torah, but they refused. Only 
we, the Jewish people, wanted it. We wanted it passionately 
and openly declared our willingness to comply with all of the 
mitzvos contained within. Whether or not we understand 
the mitzvos, we want them. We want to learn about all the 
mitzvos, even the ones that we can no longer fulfill. We wanted 
the Torah, for it is the pride and joy of our Creator, and on 
this day it became ours as well.



PARTNERS DETROIT
The Jean and Theodore Weiss Partners Detroit 
strives to engage, enhance and promote 
Jewish identity and values by offering a 
wide variety of meaningful programs and 
inspirational classes. With a staff of world-class 
educators, Partners aims to help members 
of the Detroit Jewish community connect 
to their own rich heritage. Through its many 
educational programs and community-wide 
service projects, Partners Detroit reaches 

thousands of Jewish Detroiters each year.
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