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[PRriCE ONE-PENNY.

ONE of the most glorious circumstances in
the national history of Israel, as well as one
of the most extraordinary facts in the records
of mankind, is the descent of the Lord God
upon Mount Sinai to proclaim the law. Glo-
rious it is for Israel, for never did nation hear
the voice of the Lord, speaking out of the
midst of the fire, as Israel heard. The display
of God’s grace and favour is the glory of his
people, and here they were both displayed pre-
eminently. The grandeur and awfulness of
the scene we cannot now enter upon, except
to remark, that the grandeur of the reality is
equalled by the dignity of the narrative, which
Moses has left us in the xixth and xxth chap-
ters of Exodus. None but an inspired histo-
rian could have, treated an event, so honourable
to his nation, with such majestic simplicity.
The style and tone furnish an irresistible evi-
dence to the truth of the relation. And perhaps
this evidence is much strengthened by the
contrast presented in the writings of the rab-
bies. There is no part of the Scripture history
which they have more amplified by addi.
tions of their own ; as plainly stamped with
falsehood, as the other with truth. We have
here a wide ficld before us, but shall confine
ourselves to those legends, which are authen-
ticated in the synagogue prayers for the anni-
versary of that great event. In the morning
gervice for the second day is found an account
of the giving of the law, in which the following
wonderful passage occurs :—
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¢« Dread seized the holy hosts, when thou
didst turn the mountain over them as a tub:
they received the pure law with fear and
tremor.” (D. Levi’s Pentecost Prayers, fol.
150.) Hereis a circumstance in the giving
of the law, which few readers of the Penta-
teuch will remember. All will grant that to
see Mount Sinai hanging over them, like a
tub or an extinguisher, was a very dreadful
sight, if it really happened. But surely every
reasonable Israclite will inquire upon what
evidence it rests ? In all the previous history
God appears as a merciful Father, visiting
his childrenin their affliction, redeeming them
from bondage, and exhibiting miracle after
miracle as t%:cir safety or their necessity re-
quired ; how is it, then, that He appears so

suddenly in the character of a tyrant or a
destroyer, ready to drop the mighty mountain
upon the heads of his people, and cover them
up for ever under the rocky mass? Moses
throws no light upon the subject. The oral
law, the Talmud must explain the mystery.
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¢ And they stood at the nether part of the
mountain (or beneath the mountain). (Exod.
xix. 17.) R. Avdimi, the son of Chama, the
son of Chasa, says, These words teach us that
the Holy One, blessed be He, turned the
mountain over them like a tub, and said to
them, If ye will receive the law, well ; but if
not, there shall be your grave. R. Acha,
the son of R. Jacob, says, This is a great
confession for the law.” (Shabbath, fol. 88, 1.)
From this extract it appears that the whole
foundation of the fable is a sort of pun upon
the words " rnnna ¢ beneath the mountain,”
or as the English translators rightly have it,
¢ at the nether part of the mountain.” R,
Avdimi thought that these words meant, as
Rashi says, @0 7 0NN ¢ under the moun.
tain in the strictest sense of the words.” But
then the puzzle was how the Israelites got into
that situation. R. Avdimi’s imagination sup-
plied the rest. But in the flirst place the
word NN occurs often enough in both
the singular and plural, but never has this
signification. In the second place this fable
directly contradicts the Mosaic account. God
bad already sent notice to inform the people of
the giving of the law, and they had replied
¢¢ All that the Lord hath spoken we will do.”
(V.8.) In the third place, if the mountain
was turned over them like a tub, how did
Moses get up. to the top, and what neces.
sity was there for the command, * Go down,
charge the people lest they break through ?*
&c. (V.21.) And, lastly, if the law was
forced upon the Israelites contrary to their
wish, cannot they make this an apology for
disobedience ? Is not this what R. Acha,
the son of Jacob, actually does, when he says,
¢ This is a great confession for the law ?*’
So at least Rashi explains his words.
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“ A great confession, for if he call them to
judgment, saying, Why have ye not kept that
which ye took upon yourselves, they have an
answer, that they were forced to receive it.”
(Rashi Comment. in loc.) And this fable,
contrary to the narrative of Moscs, derogatory
to the mercy of God, and subversive of the
rinciple of human responsibility, the rabbies
ave introduced into the prayers of the syna.
gogue, and there it still stands as an evidence
of the absence of God’s Spirit from those, who
rejected Jesus of Nazareth, and imposed the
oral law upon Israel. But this want of wis-
dom appears not only in the nature of the ad-
ditions, which they have made to the Word of
God, but also in the conflicting statements
which these additions contain: In the legend,
just given, Israel is represented as having been
unwilling to receive the law, and yet in the
morning service for the first day of Pentecost,
we have an allusion to another legend, which
describes the great reward bestowed upon
them, because they received it with such a

ready mind.

<MY yowdh oYM Wy TN b Wap on
YO ‘WH MW M APTH W oY) Y DT
cmomw b vty mbeh oo oo
¢ They willingly took the yoke of his law
upon them, and caused the expression, We
will do, to precede ¢ We will hearken ;* before
they heard it they said, ¢ We will do,’ and
which was accounted for righteousness to
them; and they were dignified with two,
crowns ; and rendered awful with the sove-
reignty of the priesthood, and the Levitical in-
stitution.” (Pentecost Prayers, fol. 86.) At
first sight it would appear as if this were a
mere figurative expression to denote either the
priesthood and the levitical institution, or the
monarchy and the priesthood. But then a
difficulty occurs why are only two crowns
mentioned ? Every one knows that in a figu-
rative sense the oral law says that Israel is
crowned with three crowns, as it is said,
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¢ Israel is crowned with three crowns, the
crown of the law, and the crown of the priest-
hood,and the crown of thekingdom.”’ (Hilchoth
Talmud Torah, chap. iii. 1.) Why then
does this prayer only mention two? It is
because it refers to a totally different circum-
stance. The number of the crowns, and the
reason assigned for their bestowal, ¢¢ because
they caused the expression ¢ We will do,” to
precede ¢ We will hearken,’ *’ both identify the
allusion as being made to the following Tal-
mudic legend :— -
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¢ In the hour when Israel caused, ¢ We
will do,” to precede ¢ We will hearken,’
there came six hundred thousand ministering
angels, one to each Israelite, and invested him
with two crowns, one answering to ¢ We will
do;’ and the second answering to ¢ We will
hearken.” But when Israel sinned, there
dercended twelve hundred thousand evil an-
gels, and took them away : as it is said, ¢ The
children of Israel stripped themselves (or were
stripped) of their ornaments by the mount
Horeb.’” (Ex.xxxiii. 6.) (Shabbath, fol. 88,
1.) Here, then, is no allegory, no allusion tothe

‘allegorical crowns of Israel, but a narrative of

a supposed fact, which occurred in the history
of each of the six hundred thousand Israelites,
who went forth from Egypt. The com-
mentary in the Talmud evidently treats this
as a grave and authentic history, for it tells us
the material, of which the crowns were com-
posed.

TP Moo DYoo T v T Yo o D
1730 T

¢ The two crowns were crowns of glory,
therefore when Moses wore them the skin of
his face shone.” From this it is evident that
the rabbinists considered this legend to be as
authentic as the fact recorded in the Bible
§Exod. xxxiv. 30), that the skin of Moses’
ace shone. They were not satisfied with the
honour conferred upon Moses, but were led by
a vain-glorious feeling to extend it to every
individual lsraelite, and to add, what is not
said of Moses, but what increases the marvel.
lousness of the narrative, that six hundred
thousand angels descended for the purpose of
crowning Israel, and that twice -that number
was necessary for the removal of the crowns
once conferred. But how does this story
agree with the former? If the Israelites were
compelled to receive the law against their will,
by the terrors of the mountain hanging over
their heads, what great merit was there to de-
serve these two crowns? If the Israelites
were 80 willing, and received such a glorious
reward, what necessity was there for turning
the mountain over them like a tub? These
stories are inconsistent in themselves, and
utterly without foundation in the Word of God,
and are therefore most unworthy of a place
in the prayers of Israel. But this prayer has
other particulars equally wonderful, to which
we proceed. A sentence or two farther on,
this prayer describes the effect which the de-
livery of the ten commandments produced
upon Israel.
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“ When he spoke the first word, his world
was terrified, and when they heard two com.
mandments, they moved backward the space
of twenty-four 0 miles.” (Pentecost Prayers,
fol. 87.) To understand this, we must again
refer to the Talmud, which gives us the par-
ticulars.
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“ Rabbi Joshua, the son of Levi, says, as
each commandment proceeded from the,mouth
of the Holy One, blessed be He, Israel re-
treated twelve miles, and the ministering
angels led them back, as it is said, ¢ the
angels of the host did flee apace.” (Ps. Ixviii,
13.) Do not read T ¢ they fled ;* but b
¢ they led.”” (Shabbath, fol, 88,2,) In this
short passage we have two deliberate altera.
tions of the Word of God, in order to square
it with this absurd tradition. In the first
Place, mma2 mm “ Kings of hosts” is
changed into mnaz oM« angels of hosts,”
and in the second place, “ They fled,” is
changed into ¢ they led.”” These alterations
do of themselves throw discredit upon the
story which requires them, and not only
upon this story, but upon the whole oral
law, which allows such trifling with the
Word of God. But our business is at
resent with the legend, and as it is told a
ittle more circumstantially in the Jalkat, it

will be well to give that version of it also.
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¢ They removed and stood afar off’
(Exod. xx. 18.)—a distance of twelve miles.
This shows us that Israel retreated backwards
twelve miles, and then advanced forwards
twelve miles, altogether twenty-four miles, as
each commandment was delivered. Thas
they travelled in that day two hundred and:
forty miles. At that time the Holy One,
blessed be He, said to the ministering angels,
Descend and help your brethren, for it is
said, ¢ The Kings of hosts did lead, did lead.’
(Pe. 1xviii. 13.) That is, they led when they
went, and they led them when they returned.”
(Jalkut Shimoni, parti. fol. 53, 1.) It is
hardly needful to point out the absurdity of
this narration. Just think of the Israelites
running away twelve miles, when they heard
a commandment, and then brought back

again, and then running away again. How
unlike the simple and dignified narrative
which Moses has left! We ask every intel-
ligent Israelite what he thinks ? Is this story
a falsehood? If so, why is it left in the
prayers of the synagogue ? If it stood alone,
we might suppose that by some oversight or
other it had crept in, but we have already
noticed many like it, and the very next
sentence of this same prayer contains another.
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¢ When he came down to speak to the
immortal people, the people of the world were
moved, dread seized them, and trembling
laid hold on them ; pain troubled them as a
woman in travail: they were shaken and dis-
turbed, and their shadow departed from them;
they all came to Kemuel, to divine with their
erroneous divinations, and asked him, What
is this that hath happened to the world ? Per-
haps the world is this day to return to its
chaos.” The preceding story told us what
happened to Israel, the allusion in this sen-
tence tells us of the terror which came upon
the Gentiles; but to understand the allusion,
we must again refer to the Talmud.
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¢ And Jethro the priest of Midian heard.’
(Exod. xviii. 1.) Wl?at was it that he heard
which induced him to come and bea proselyt'e?
R. Joshua says, he heard of the war with
Amalek, for immediately before it is written,
¢ And Joshua discomfited Amalel,: and his
people with the edge of his sword.” (Exod.
xvii. 13.) R. Eliezer, the Modite, says, he
heard the giving of the law, for when the law
was given to Israel, his voice went from one
end of the world to the other, and all the
nations of the world were seized With trem.
bling in their temples, and they repeated a




hymn, as it is said, ¢ In his temple doth
every one speak of his ﬁlory.’ (Psalm xxix.
9.) They gathered themselves together to
Balaam the wicked, and said to him, What is
the voice of the tumult which we have heard ?
Perhaps a flood is coming upon the world.
He replied, ¢ The Lord sittcth upon the
flood ; yea the Lord sitteth King tor ever.
(Verse 10.) The Holy One, blessed be He,
has sworn long since that He will not bring a
flood upon the world. They replied, He
will not bring a flood of waters, but He will
bring a flood of fire; for it is said, ¢ By fire
will the Lord plead.” (Isai. Ixvi. 16.) He
answercd them, He has sworn long since that
He will not destroy all flesh. What, then,
is the voice of the tumult which we have
heard ? He said to them, God has had a
most desirable good in the house of his trea-
sures, which has been treasured up with him
for nine hundred and seventy-four generations
before the creation of the world, and he now
seeks to give it to his children, for it is said,
¢The Lord will give strength to his peo.

le.” Then they all began and said, ¢ The
{ord will bless his people with peace.””
(Ps. xxix. 11.) (Zevachin, fol. 116, 1.)
This is the fable to which your prayers refer,
and which all Israel throughout the world is
taught to believe, and to commemorate in the
solemn act of public worship. That it isa
mere fable is very easy to prove. First, it
contradicts the narrative given by Moses.
"This fable says that the tremendous noise made
at the giving of the law brought Jethro to
Moses—that this was what he heard. But if
you will read the whole verse, from which the
Talmud quotes a few words, you will find
that there was no occasion for asking what
Jethro heard, for Moses himself expressly
tells us what he heard, and why he came.
% When Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses’
father-in-law, heard of all that God had done
for Moses, and for Israel his people, and that
the Lord had brought Israel out of Egypt,
then Jethro,” &c. (Exodus, xviii, 1—5.)
If you will read the whole chapter, you will
find that Jethro was come and gone before
the law was given, and consequently before
the tremendous noise was made ; so that it
is utterly false that this was the cause of his
coming.  Secondly, that all the nations
heard the voice of God is false, for it also
contradicts the language of Moses, who makes
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it the peculiar privilege of Isracl, that they
alone heard the voice. ¢ Did ever people
hear the voice of God speaking out of the
midst of the fire, as thou hast heard, and
live ?”” (Deut. iv, 33.) Lastly, this story is
palpably absurd. The Talmud represents
Balaam, andrhis Gentile contemporaries quoting
Scripture like two rabbies, and that, hundreds
of years before the portions which they quote
were written. They both quote the xxixth
Psalm, a Psalm of David, about 500 years
before he was born, and the Gentiles quote the
Ixvith of Isaiah above 700 years before it
was written! And your rubbies have not
been content to keep this absurd and foolish
story in the Talmud, but have inserted it in
the prayers for the solemn festival of Pen.
tecost. According to these prayers, you are
taught to believe that, at the giving of the
law, God turned mount Sinai over the people
of Isracl like a tub, and compelled them to
receive the law against their will; and yet
that, for their ready obedience, six hundred
thousand angels weresent down to crown each
man with two crowns. You are taught to
believe that when the commandments were
given, Israel walked backwards and forwards
two hundred and forty miles. And that the
voice of God was so foud that it was heard
by all the nations of the world, who all went
to Balaam, and all knew and quoted the
Psalms and the prophets, centuries before they
were written. This is what you have got by
following the oral law. Itis in vain for you
to say that you do not believe these things—
there they stand in your Prayer-book. If you
do not believe them, why do you leave them
there ?  But whatever individuals may say,
it is evident that the compilers of the Jewish
Liturgy heartily believed every word of them,
and therefore introduced them into their
prayers. And it is equally certain that,
wherever the Talmud maintains its authority,
these fables form a part of the faith of Israel.
But some will say, We do not believe them.
Why not ; Do you disbelieve them because
they are true? No, but because they are
false. Then you confess that the oral law
contains downright palpable falsehoods, and
that in many of its narrations it is not worthy
of credence.  Of what value, then, is the oral
law, and what credit can we give to the au.
thors of it, who did not scruple to invent these
foolish stories ?
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