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VERSES: Ex19-02b, Lv01-02h, Lv01-02i, Nu13-22a, Lv18-29a,    

The four examples brought below all illustrate verses with mixed plural-singular. In each case Rashi nuances 

the shift.  

VERSE: Lv18-29a, Lv18-29b 

(a) Watch my commandments (plural); don’t do these abominations  

(b) Don’t be like the former residents (plural) who sinned and were vomited out of 

the land  

(c) Whoever (singular) does any of these abominations  

(d) the souls doing them (plural) will be cut off from their nation  

(e) Watch my commandments (plural) 
 

Explanation: A rather delicious blend of plural and singular. (a) The verse starts with 

a plural command: Watch my commandments with a contrast to (b) a plural sin by the 

former inhabitants of the land. (c) Then the verse switches to singular (Whoever 

does…) and continues in (d) plural (the offending souls will be cut off) and final 

concludes with a (e) plural requirement to watch Gods commandments. Quite simply 

the simultaneous use of plural and singular implies that both individuals and the 

community must watch, that is, the ruling community body must set guardrails to 

prevent sin. As to the singular plural shift in (c)-(d) ---whoever does...these souls will 

be cut off-- this is similar to English where a plural can emphasize that both men and 

women are obligated. 

 

  



VERSE: Ex19-02b 

…They came to Mount Sinai…They journeyed from Refidim, They came to Mount Sinai, 

they encamped in the desert, he camped opposite the mountain 

  

Explanation: Notice that (a) five verbs are used of which 4 are plural (came, journeyed,  

came, encamped) and   one is singular (he camped) (b) The act of encamped is mentioned 

twice one after the other one in the plural and one in the singular (They encamped in the 

desert, he (the Jews) camped opposite the mountain). So, Rashi is not commenting on the 

singular  verb for the nation but rather on the parallelistic contrast between they encamped  

...he encamped. Clearly the Author thereby indicates an emphasis: Namely they camped in 

unison which is the essence of Rashi's comment. Rashi adds a contrast that other 

encampments had complaints (such as lack of food) 

VERSE: Lv01-02h, Lv01-02i 

When a human amongst you (if he) offers an  offering to God, [then] from 

animals, from cattle and penned animals, you (plural)  shall offer your offerings 

(plural) 

  

There are two grammatical points in this verse. (#1) The sentence starts in the 

singular (when a human...offers  an offering) but ends in the plural. Such a 

plural-singular construction indicates that voluntary elevation offerings may be 

brought either by a single person or by a plurality of people (a partnership). (#2) 

Additionally the verse changes from 3rd person (when a person offers an 

offering) to 2nd person (you shall offer  your offerings). The switching to  2nd 

person plural indicates the community can offer a voluntary offering (as 

happens when there is extra money in the Temple slush fund which can be 

allocated to voluntary communal offerings). The idea here is that the community 

is addressed as 2nd person  while an individual would be someone else and 

hence 3rd person.  NOTE: The Sifrah simply makes  the two derivations from 

the two plural words (you (plural) will offer, your offerings) without specifying 

the driving force of the derivation. My opinion is that one derivation comes 

from the singular - plural shift while the other derivation comes from 3rd person 

- 2nd person shift. 

  

  



VERSE: Nu13-22a 

   They went up; they spied the land…; they went up to the south; he came to Chevron; they came to grape-cluster 

river; they  cut a vine…; they carried it  by a pole for two 

  

It is important to note parallelism when reading Rashi. The verse has 6 verbs, 5 of which are plural and one of 

which is singular. The Rashi comment comes from the contrast: Clearly only one spy went to Chevron. This is the 

simple meaning (peshat) of the verse. However, we are not told who went there.  

 

To determine who the one spy was we use the technique of reasonable speculation: We know that  

(a) Caleb differed from the majority of the spies who recommended that the land could not be take;  

(b) that God promised him the land he tread on; and  

(c) he obtained Chevron (Jos 14:6-14). So, it stands to reason that he went there.  

 

We are also not told he went to Chevron. Again, reasonable speculation suggests that he prayed on the graves of 

his ancestors (similar to practices today) to have strength and resolution against the other spies. 

 

This table summarizes the above four Rashi comments 

Verse 

Brief Summary of Verse 

Meaning Shifting Singular Plural Rashi Inference 

Ex19-02b 

The Jews journeyed from 

Refidim and encamped at Mount 

Sinai 

THEY came; THEY 

journeyed; THEY arrived; 

HE camped near the 

mountain 

Although Jews had different 

factions; at receipt of Torah 

(Mount Sinai) they were 

unified 

Lv01-02h, 

Lv01-02i 

If desired to offer an elevation 

offering it can be from cattle or 

herd animals 

A person if HE wishes to 

offer, then from cattle and 

herd animals, YOU should 

offer 

Offerers can be (i) individual 

(he), (ii) partners (plural 

you), or (iii) Community 

(you-them) 

Lv18-29a, 

Lv18-29b 

Watch  my commandments less 

the land vomit you out the way 

it vomited the former 

inhabitants; whomever violates, 

they will be cut off; you should 

watch my commandments 

YOU (plural) watch my 

commadments; less YOU 

(Plural) get vomited out of 

the land; WHOMEVER 

(singular) violates, THEY 

will be cut off; YOU 

(Plural) should watch 

Watching commandments 

(creating guardrails) is a joint 

effort of individual and 

community. Individuals pay 

for their transgressions 

Nu13-22a 

The spies went to Israel and 

spied on the land 

THEY went up; THEY 

Spied; THEY went 

southward; HE came to 

Chevron; THEY cut off 

vines 

Apparently one spy went to 

Chevron to pray at Patriarch 

grave for strength to dispute 

other spies 

 

 

QUICKIES: 

  

VERSE ID 

Text of 

Biblical Verse 

Hebrew 

Word 

Figure of 

Speech Brief Explanantion 

Ex18-08c 

Moses told to 

his father-in-

law the story 

of what God ha'te'la'ah 

Denominative; 

Synecdoche 

The roots lamed-aleph-hey 

refers to the exhaustion 

resulting from doing a great 

deal of activity and as in 



did for the 

Jews; all the 

aggravations 

they 

experienced 

on the journey 

English (by synecdoche) can 

refer to any set of 

aggravating circumstances. 

Rashi identifies the roots of 

the underlying Hebrew word 

as lamed-aleph-hey 

explaining that the tauv is a 

prefix letter. To support this 

position Rashi gives many 

examples 

Ex18-02a  

(Upon hearing 

the story) 

Jethro 

developed 

goose-pimples 

(lit. sharp 

(pimples)) 

Va Yi 

ChaD 

Synecdoche 

The Hebrew cheth-daleth 

means sharp. From the 

context of the verse, the 

word seems to indicate he 

rejoiced. Rashi connects 

sharpness with rejoicing by 

suggesting he developed 

sharp spots on his skin 

similar to the English idiom 

goose pimples. Here goose-

pimples are a good example 

(synecdoche) of rejoicing.  

Rashi nuances that goose-

pimples may reflect joy 

mingled with some sadness 

reflecting the death of the 

Egyptians. 

Ex18-11c,d 

Jethro 

recognize 

God's 

greatness 

since the 

Egyptians' 

premeditations 

(lit. boilings)  

were placed 

back on them 

[By God] 

Za-Du 

Form 

The root zayin-vav-daleth 

means to boil. Boiling came 

to mean  premeditation 

since both boiling and 

premeditation have the same 

form, something happens 

after a long-time exposure 

(to heat or thought). Rashi 

also notes the pun on the 

literal meaning of zayin-

vav-daleth: The Egyptians 

tried to kill the Jews in 

water and were themselves 

instead drowned in water. 

Ex18-12a,b 

Moses took 

elevation and 

peace 

offerings (lit. 

up and roasts) 

Aaron and  the 

elders ate 

before God 

with Moses 

father-in-law 

Ze-Va-

ChiM 

Synonyms 

Offering is a parent 

category or hypernym. Its 

children (hyponyms) are  

the types of offerings such 

as peace offerings and 

elevation offerings. A peace 

offering is consumed by 

owners, priests, and by the 

altar. The verse uses the 

term roast before God to 



describe the peace offering. 

Contrastively, an elevation 

offering is exclusively 

consumed by the altar (no 

humans eat from it). The 

verse uses the phrase up to 

God to describe the 

elevation offering. In 

English the elevation 

offering is called a burnt 

offering.  

Ex18-13c 

Moses sat to 

adjudicate 

cases of the 

nation; the 

people stood 

before Moses' 

[court] all day 

(literally from 

morning to 

evening) 

min bo-

ker ve-ad 

a-rev 

Idiom 

Rashi explains that the 

statement the nation stood 

before Moses' [court] from 

morning to evening should 

be interpreted as the nation 

stood before Moses' [court] 

all day (reflecting the 

similar English idiom all 

day). Thus, the Rashi 

comment explains the 

phrase from morning to 

evening as an idiom which 

means the same as the 

English phrase all day. 

Interestingly Rashi gives 

additional comments which 

are not in the text but reflect 

homily that is morally 

exhortative. This is rare 

when Rashi explains 

dictionary meaning. In fact, 

Rashi gives two such moral 

exhortations. First Rashi 

notes that a person who 

spends only a small amount 

of time in study or court 

cases is accounted before 

God as if he spent all day. 

Second, punning on there 

was morning and there was 

evening, a repeating phrase 

in the creation story 

(Genesis 1), Rashi states 

that someone who studies is 

as if he participated with 

God in the creation of the 

world 

Ex18-18a 

Moses father-

in-law told 

Moses, 'You 

are not acting 

na-vol 

tib-bol 

Synecdoche 

In Hebrew, the word wither 

refers to plants that have 

dried up from the heat and 

cold. These are good 



properly.' You 

will wither 

examples (synecdoche) for 

humans getting worn out 

from overwork 

Ex18-

21b,c,d 

Select from 

the nation [for 

judges] 

wealthy 

people  [lit. 

skilled people] 

who revere 

God, 

trustworthy 

people [lit. 

people of 

truth] who 

despise taking 

cuts  

an-shay 

Ka-

YiL…An-

ShaY 

EMetH 

Subject Matter 

Expertise 

The verse simply gives 

attributes: skilled people, 

people of truth. Why then 

does Rashi translate these 

as wealthy people and 

trustworthy people? I 

believe Rashi recognized 

these one-time idioms as not 

having precedent elsewhere 

in the Bible. Therefore, he 

interpreted their meaning 

based on context, the 

context of people worthy of 

being judges. Hence Rashi 

interprets people of truth as 

trustworthy people, an 

important attribute for a 

judge. Similarly, Rashi 

interprets skilled people,  

based on the concluding 

phrase who despise taking 

cuts, as meaning 

independent people, self-

sufficient people, wealthy 

people who don't have a 

need for money because of 

their self-sufficiency. I 

believe Rashi frequently 

interprets phrases that have 

a onetime meaning based on 

their context and cues. 
  

 


