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Chapter XVII: Yitro (Ex. 18:1–20:23) 
 
Essay 16. The five names of Sinai 

  

, שֶׁנִּצְטַוּוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל עָלָיו; מִדְבַּר קָדֵשׁ,  מִדְבַּר־צִן  אָמַר ר' יוֹסֵי בַּר חֲנִינָא חֲמִשָּׁה שֵׁמוֹת יֵשׁ לוֹ לְהַר סִינַי,  בָּתשַׁ דְּ פֶּרֶק ט'  

; מִדְבַּר סִינַי, שֶׁיָּרְדָה  עָלֶיהָ תְּנָה קְדוּמָה עָלָיו; מִדְבַּר פָּארָן, שֶׁפָּרוּ וְרָבוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל  ישֶׁנִּתְקַדְּשׁוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל עָלָיו; מִדְבַּר קְדֵמוֹת, שֶׁנִּ 
הַר "שְׁמוֹ. וְלָמָּה נִקְרָא    "הַר סִינַי"אֲבָהוּ:    ר'אֲבָהוּ, דְּאָמַר    ר'וּמָה שְׁמוֹ? ״חוֹרֵב״ שְׁמוֹ. וּפְלִיגָא דְּ   שִׂנְאָה לְאוּמּוֹת הָעוֹלָם עָלָיו.

    .עכ"ל שֶׁיָּרְדָה חוֹרְבָּה לְאוּמּוֹת הָעוֹלָם עָלָיו ",חוֹרֵב
  

The ninth chapter of tractate Shabbat:  
As Rav Chisda and Rabba, son of Rav Huna, both said: What [is the reason 

it is called] Mount Sinai [סִינַי]? [Because it is] a mountain upon which hatred [sina] 
 for the nations of the world descended [because they did not accept the [שִׂנְאָה]
Torah]. Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi Chanina, said: Mount Sinai has five names. 
The Zin Wilderness,1 [because] the Jewish people were commanded [ּנִּצְטַוּו] 
[nitztavu] in it; the Kadesh Wilderness,2 [because] the Jewish people were 
sanctified [ּנִּתְקַדְּשׁו] [nitkadshu] in it; the Kedemot Wilderness,3 [because the] 
ancient [קְדוּמָה] [keduma] [Torah, which preceded the world] was given in it; the 
Paran Wilderness,4 [because] the Jewish people were fruitful [ּפָּרו] [paru] and 
multiplied in it; the Sinai Wilderness,5 [because] hatred descended upon the 
nations of the world on it [on the mountain on which the Jewish people received 
the Torah]. And what is [the mountain’s true] name? Horeb [חוֹרֵב] [chorev] is its 
name.6 And that disputes [the opinion of] Rabbi Abbahu, as he said: Mount 
Sinai is its name. And why is it called Mount Horeb? [Because] destruction 
 .of the nations of the world descended upon it [chorba] [חוֹרְבָּה]

- Shabbat 89a–89b 
  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://zstorah.com  
1 Num. 13:21, 20:1, 27:14, 33:26, 34:3; Deut. 32:51; Joshua 15:1; Isaiah 16:1, 51:3, 64:9. 
2 Ps. 29:8. 
3 Deut. 2:26. 
4 Num. 13:26; I Sam. 25:1. 
5 Ex. 19:1, 19:2. 
6 Ex. 33:6. 
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תְּנָה הַתּוֹרָה בַּמִּדְבָּר:  ישֶׁנִּ   צְטְרִיכוּ כֹּל חֲמִשָּׁה שֵׁמוֹת אֵלּוּ. וְנִרְאֶה שֶׁבִּשְׁבִיל אַרְבָּעָה טְעָמִים אָמְרוּ בְּיַלְקוּטייֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק לָמָּה אִ 
וּמַה הַמִּדְבָּר הַזֶּה אֵין לוֹ סוֹף כָּ˂ דִּבְרֵי תּוֹרָה אֵין לָהֶם   לְלַמֶּדְ˃ שֶׁאִם אֵין אָדָם מַפְקִיר עַצְמוֹ כְּמִדְבָּר אֵינוֹ זוֹכֶה לְדִבְרֵי תּוֹרָה;

וְעוֹד    וּכְשֵׁם שֶׁאֵין לָהּ סוֹף כָּ˂ אֵין סוֹף לְמַתָּן שְׂכָרָהּ שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "מָה רַב־טוּבְ˃" וְכוּ';שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "אֲרֻכָּה מֵאֶרֶץ מִדָּהּ" וְכוּ';  סוֹף  
תְּנָה תּוֹרָה בְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיוּ אוֹמְרִים לְאֻמּוֹת הָעוֹלָם אֵין לָכֶם חֵלֶק בָּהּ, אֶלָּא ילּוּ נִ י"וַיַּחֲנוּ בַּמִּדְבָּר" שֶׁאִ   אָמְרוּ שָׁם בְּסָמוּ˂

ֹ ינִ   א וִיקַבֵּל. תְּנָה בַּמִּדְבָּר דֵּימוֹס פַּרְהֶסְיָא בִּמְקוֹם הֶפְקֵר, כָּל הָרוֹצֶה לְקַבֵּל יָב
 

One must be careful to understand why all five of these names were necessary. It 
seems that it was said in the Yalkut Shimoni (parshat Yitro, remez 273) that for four reasons, 
the Torah was given in the wilderness: 

 To teach you that if a person does not make himself abandoned like the wilderness, 
he will not merit the words of Torah. 

 Just as this wilderness has no end, so too, the words of Torah have no end, as it is said: 
“Its measure is longer than the earth, and broader than the sea.”7 

 And just as the wilderness has no end, so too, there is no end to [the Torah’s] reward, 
as it is said: “How abundant is the good that You have in store for those who fear You.”8 

 Additionally, it is said there nearby (remez 275): “And they camped in the 
wilderness”9—that had the Torah been given in the Land of Israel, [the Jews] would 
have said to the nations of the world, “You have no portion in it.” Rather, it was given 
in the wilderness, which is a place of abandonment, public and open to all. Whoever 
wants to receive it, let him come and take it. 

 
תַּן לַמִּדְבָּר הַזֶּה ד' שֵׁמוֹת, מִדְבַּר־צִן שֶׁנִּצְטַוּוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל עָלָיו, נִּצְטַוּוּ עָלָיו לַעֲשׂוֹת עַצְמָם  יטְעָמִים אֵלּוּ נִ ז עַל אַרְבָּעָה  וֹ וּכְדֵי לִרְמ

וֹלָם אֵין לָכֶם חֵלֶק בָּהּ, קָא  אֻמּוֹת הָעכְּמִדְבָּר בִּשְׁבִיל לִזְכּוֹת לַתּוֹרָה. מִדְבַּר קָדֵשׁ שֶׁנִּתְקַדְּשׁוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל עָלָיו, שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיוּ אוֹמְרִים לְ 
ז כְּשֵׁם שֶׁהַמִּדְבָּר אֵין לוֹ סוֹף, כָּ˂ הַתּוֹרָה  וֹתְּנָה קְדוּמָה עָלָיו, לִרְמימַשְׁמַע לָן שֶׁנִּתְקַדְּשׁוּ עָלָיו בִּמְקוֹם הֶפְקֵר. מִדְבַּר קְדֵמוֹת שֶׁנִּ 

לִרְמ יִשְׂרָאֵל,  עָלֶיהָ  וְרָבוּ  מִדְבַּר פָּארָן שֶׁפָּרוּ  לָהּ סוֹף כְּשֵׁם שֶׁהִיא קְדוּמָה.  לְמַתָּן וֹ אֵין  אֵין סוֹף  כָּ˂  שֶׁאֵין לָהּ סוֹף  ז שֶׁכְּשֵׁם 
ב הַמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים שֶׁל הַבָּנִים כֵן מִתְרַבֶּה תָּמִיד שְׂכַר הָאָבוֹת בְּגַן עֵדֶן, דְּקַיְימָא לַן  וֹוְזֶהוּ שֶׁפֶּרוּ וְרָבוּ עָלֶיהָ שֶׁלְּפִי ר  שְׂכָרָהּ,

ן לְעֵיל בְּפָרָשַׁת תֹּולְדֹת י. וְעַיֵּ לָּה כִּדְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁילָּה אַחַר גִּ י"(גול) [גִּיל] יָגִיל אֲבִי צַדִּיק" גִּ   בְּרָא מְזַכֶּה אַבָּא, וְעוֹד כְּתִיב
  רֶ˂ עַל זֶה.וֹבָּא

 
To hint at these four reasons, the wilderness was given four of the listed five names: 

1. The Zin Wilderness, for which Israel was commanded, to make themselves like the 
wilderness in order to merit the Torah. 

2. The Kadesh Wilderness, because Israel was sanctified through it, so that they 
wouldn’t say to the nations of the world, “You have no portion in it.” It teaches us 
that they were sanctified in a place of abandonment, a public and open place for all. 

3. The Kedemot Wilderness, because the Ancient Torah was given on it, to hint that just 
as the wilderness has no end, so too the Torah has no end, just as it is eternal. 

 
7 Job 11:9. 
8 Ps. 31:20. 
9 Ex. 19:2. 
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4. The Paran Wilderness, where Israel increased and multiplied upon it, to hint that just 
as the wilderness has no end, so too there is no end to its reward. This is what is meant 
by the multiplication of Israel upon it: that the greater the good deeds of the children, 
the more the reward of the fathers increases in the World-to-Come. As we have 
learned, “The son confers merit upon the father.”10  It is also written, “The father of 
a righteous man will exult,”11 meaning that joy follows after joy, as is brought in the 
Midrash.12 See above in parshat Toldot, Essay 2, at length on this. 

 
.  עכ"ל  נָא הֵיכָא רְמִיזָארָמַז עַל זֶה בִּלְשׁוֹנוֹ הַתָּמוּהַּ, שֶׁפֶּרוּ וּרְבוּ שֶׁכָּל אֶחָד נִתְעַבְּרָה אִשְׁתּוֹ וְיַלְדָּהּ זָכַר וְלָא יָדַעְ וְאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁרַשִׁ"י  

רַשְׁנוּ הָאַרְבָּעָה שֵׁמוֹת כְּנֶגֶד הָאַרְבָּעָה טְעָמִים הַנַּ"ל, אִם כֵן טָעַם ידְּמָה רָצָה לוֹמַר וְלָא יָדַעְנָא הֵיכָא רְמִיזָא. אָמְנָם בְּמַה שֶׁפֵּ 
 ֹ   .א, אֲבָל שֶׁכָּל אֶחָד תִּתְעַבֵּר אִשְׁתּוֹ שְׂכַר פְּרָטִי זֶה לָא יָדַעְנָא הֵיכָא רְמִיזָאהָרְבִיעִי דְּאֵין סוֹף לַמַּתָּן שְׂכָרָהּ הוּא לֶעָתִיד לָב

 
It is possible that Rashi in Shabbat 89b hinted at this with his puzzling language, “They 

increased and multiplied, that each man’s wife became pregnant and bore a male child, but 
I do not know where this is hinted [in Scripture].” 

What did he mean by saying, “I do not know where this is hinted”? Actually, with the 
interpretation we provided of the four names corresponding to the four reasons mentioned 
earlier, the fourth reason refers to the ultimate reward, which will be in the future. But 
regarding each one’s wife becoming pregnant and bearing a male child, this specific reward, 
which relates to this world and not the future, we do not know where it is hinted at.  

 
ינַי נִקְרָא נָמֵי הַר וְאִיצְטְרִי˂  וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאָמַר חֲמִשָּׁה שֵׁמוֹת יֵשׁ לוֹ וְיֵשׁ גַּם כֵן סִינַי. מִדְבָּר סִינַי אִיצְטְרִי˂ לְגוּפִיָּה, וְעוֹד סִ 

וְעוֹד דְּיֵשׁ פְּלוּגְתָּא אִם סִינַי הוּא שֵׁם הָעֶצֶם אוֹ אִם הוּא חוֹרֵב,    .לְמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן עַל פָּסוּק "לָמָּה תְּרַצְּדוּן הָרִים גַּבְננִֻּים" וְכוּ'
  וְלָכֵן אֵינוֹ דּוֹמֶה לַאֲחֵרִים דְּוַדַּאי לְכֻלִּי עָלְמָא לִדְרָשָׁא אִתּוֹ.  

  
Even though it was said that there are five names, the Yalkut Shimoni only gave reasons 

for four of the names. But there is also Sinai. What is the reason for that name? The term “Sinai 
Wilderness” is needed for its own sake, because hatred descended upon the nations of the world 
on it.  

Moreover, Sinai is also called a mountain, and [“Mount Sinai”] is needed for what is 
said regarding the verse, “Why so hostile, O jagged mountains, toward the mountain God 
desired as His dwelling?”13 

Furthermore, there is a dispute whether Sinai is the proper noun for the mountain 
itself, or if it is Horeb, and therefore it is not like the other names, since everyone agrees that 
the others are derived from a teaching. 

   

 
10 Sanhedrin 104a. 
11 Prov. 23:24. 
12 Gen. Rabbah 63:1. 
13 Ps. 68:17. 
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לָמָּה הָיָה שׁוֹאֲלוֹ דַּוְקָא עַל    מִי שְׁמִיעַ לָ˂ מַאי ״הַר סִינַי״? אֲמַר לוֹ וְכוּ',  דְּהַהוּא מֵרַבָּנָן דְּשָׁאַל לְרַב כָּהֲנָא  וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר

  . הַר סִינַי לְחוֹדֵיהּ. אֶלָּא וַדַּאי דְּאוֹתָם הַשְּׁאָר הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ טַעֲמָם, אֲבָל זֶה שֶׁנִּקְרָא הַר לאֹ יָדַע הַטַּעַם
 
Additionally, it can be said that the sage who asked Rav Kahana, “Did you hear what 

[is the reason that the mountain was called] Mount Sinai? [Rav Kahana] said to him: [It is 
because it is] a mountain upon which miracles [nissim] were performed for the Jewish people.” 
When challenged, he proposed an alternative reason, that it was a good omen [siman] for the 
Jewish people.14 Why did [the sage] ask him specifically about Sinai? Surely, the other sages 
knew the reasons behind the other names, but regarding the one called “mountain,” i.e., Sinai, 
they did not know the reason. 

  
פִּי שֶׁכְּבָר    וְהַתּוֹסָפוֹת שָׁם  הִקְדִּימוּ  עַל הַהִיא שֶׁכָּפָה עֲלֵיהֶם אֶת הָהָר כְּגִיגִית מִכָּאן מוֹדָעָא רַבָּה לְאוֹרָיְיתָא, כָּתְבוּ שָׁאַף עַל 

נֶס. אֲבָל מִמִּדְרָשׁ תַּנְחוּמָא שֶׁכָּתַב שָׁם הָרִי"ף וֹוְנִמְצֵאתָ קַבָּלָתָם בְּא  נַעֲשֶׂה לְנִשְׁמָע מִכָּל מָקוֹם כְּשֶׁרָאוּ הָאֵשׁ הַגְּדוֹלָה חָזְרוּ בָּהֶם, 
  קִבְּלוּ בְּרָצוֹן אֲבָל לאֹ    קִבְּלוּהָ צְרַ˂ הָאוֹנֵס לַתּוֹרָה שֶׁבְּעַל פֶּה, וְעוֹד תֵירֵץ שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה  וּבְּרָצוֹן וְה קִבְּלוּהָ נִרְאֶה שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה שֶׁבִּכְתָב  

  טּוּל וְעיי"ש. ינֶשׁ הַבִּ וֹבְּרָצוֹן ע
 
We learn from the Gemara that [G-d] overturned the mountain above [them] like a tub, 

and said to them: If you accept the Torah, excellent, and if not, there will be your burial. Rav Acha 
bar Ya’akov said: From here there is a substantial caveat to the obligation to fulfill the Torah.15 
The Tosafot there wrote that although they had already said “we will do” before “we will 
listen” with regard to fulfilling the commandments,16 nevertheless, when they saw the great 
fire,17  they reconsidered, and their acceptance was under duress.  

However, from the Midrash Tanchuma, the Rif18 wrote there in Meor Einayim, his 
commentary on the Ein Yaakov, that it seems that they accepted the written Torah willingly, 
and the duress was needed for the Oral Torah. He further explained that they accepted the 
commandments of the Torah willingly, but they did not willingly accept the punishment 
associated with bitul, i.e., failing to observe the commandments, and see there.  

  
מּוֹת שֶׁלּאֹ  וּבְּלוּ הַתּוֹרָה בְּרָצוֹן, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הקב"ה שׂוֹנֵא הָאוּמֵעַתָּה מַאן דְּאָמַר שֶׁיָּרְדָה שִׂנְאָה וְכוּ' סְבִירָא לֵיהּ שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל קִ 

וּמַאן דְּאָמַר    מּוֹת שׂוֹנְאִים אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל לְפִי שֶׁקִּבְּלוּ מַה שֶׁלּאֹ רָצוּ הֵם לְקַבֵּל, וְזֶה גָּרַם לָהֶם שִׂנְאַת הקב"ה.וּרָצוּ לְקַבְּלָהּ, וְגַם הָא
לאֹ    חוֹרְבָּהשֶׁיָּרְדָה   יִשְׂרָאֵל  שֶׁגַּם  לֵיהּ  וְזֶהוּ    קִבְּלוּהָ סְבִירָא  קִיְּימוּהָ,  כֵן  פִּי  עַל  וְאַף  שֶׁנִּ   חוֹרְבָּהבְּרָצוֹן  לְחַרְבָהּ ישֶׁלָּהֶם  דּוֹנּוּ 

 וְלַשְּׁמָמָה. 
 
Now, what is the meaning of the one who said that the wilderness is called Sinai because 

hatred descended upon the nations of the world? He holds that the Israelites accepted the 

 
14 Shabbat 89b.  
15 Shabbat 88a. 
16 Ex. 24:7. 
17 Ex. 19:18: “Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke, for the L-rd had come down upon it in fire; the smoke rose 

like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled violently.” 
18 Rabbi Yoshiyahu Pinto (1565–1648). 
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Torah willingly, and because of this, the Holy One, Blessed be He, hates the nations who did 
not want to accept it. Also, the nations hate Israel because [Israel] accepted what they 
themselves did not want to accept, and this caused the Holy One, Blessed be He, to hate [the 
nations].  

But the one who says that the wilderness is called Horeb because destruction descended 
holds that even Israel did not accept [the Torah] willingly, so there is no need for G-d to hate 
the other nations. But yet [Israel] upheld it, and this is the destruction of the nations, that they 
were sentenced to destruction and desolation because they do not uphold the Torah.  

 
יְכוֹלִים עוֹד לְהַחֲזִיק בָּהּ, שֶׁהֲרֵי מִתְּחִלָּה  מּוֹת  וּבְּרָצוֹן אָז אֵין הָא  קִבְּלוּהָ וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר לְפִי מַה שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים שֶׁאִם יִשְׂרָאֵל  

ן הָיוּ  יעֲדַיִ   בְּרָצוֹן אֶלָּא שֶׁאַחַר כָּ˂ קִיְּימוּהָ,  קִבְּלוּהָ סִלְּקוּ יְדֵיהֶם מִמֶּנָּה וְיִשְׂרָאֵל זָכוּ בָּהּ מִיָּד הֵם לְבַדָּם, אֲבָל אִם יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ  
לְפִי שֶׁהֵם  וֹלַחְזמּוֹת  וּהָאיְכוֹלִים אַף   שִׂנְאָה,  שֶׁיָּרְדָה  דְּאָמַר  מַאן  כֵּן  וְאִם  בָּהּ.  וְלִזְכּוֹת  שֶׁיָּרְדָה   קִבְּלוּהָ ר  דְּאָמַר  וּמַאן  בְּרָצוֹן, 

  . בָּהּ וּלְקַייְמָהּ כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשׂוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל לִזְכּוֹתלְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ חָזְרוּ  חוֹרְבָּה
 
Furthermore, one could say according to what the commentators wrote, that if Israel 

accepted [the Torah] willingly, then the nations can no longer claim it, since they initially 
withdrew from it, and Israel alone merited it from the beginning.  

But if Israel had not accepted it willingly and only later upheld it, the nations could 
still have a chance to claim it. Therefore, the one who says that hatred descended upon the 
nations of the world holds that Israel accepted it willingly, and the one who says that 
destruction descended holds that they did not return to claim it and to uphold it as Israel did.  

 
ר וְאַל יֵהָרֵג, וְאִם לאֹ רָצָה  וֹדּוּשׁ הַשֵּׁם, וְדִינוֹ הוּא שֶׁיַּעֲביוֶּה עַל קִ וּשֶׁהַבֵּן נֹחַ אֵינוֹ מְצ  ןמִשּׁוּם דְּקַיְימָא לַ   חוֹרְבָּהוְעוֹד דַּייֵק לוֹמַר  

דּוּשׁ  ידּוּשׁ הַשֵּׁם, וּבִמְסִירַת עַצְמוֹ עַל קִ יוִּים עַל קִ וּאֲבָל יִשְׂרָאֵל לְפִי שֶׁקִּבְּלוּ הַתּוֹרָה מְצ .ב בְּנַפְשׁוֹיֵ ר וְנֶהֱרַג הֲרֵי זֶה מִתְחַיּוֹלַעֲב
 וְכוּ'.  חוֹרְבָּהפָּה וְסוֹתֵר כָּל בִּנְיָנָהּ כְּנוֹדָע, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי דַּייֵק לוֹמַר שֶׁיָּרְדָה ימְאָה וְהַקְּלִ וּ הַשֵּׁם הוּא מַחֲלִישׁ כֹּחַ הַטּ

 
Furthermore, it’s precise to say that “destruction” is used here because we hold (as 

the Rambam writes in the Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings, chapter 8, halacha 2 that a non-Jew 
is not commanded to sanctify the Name of G-d. The law of [the non-Jew] is that he should 
transgress rather than be killed, and if he does not wish to transgress and is killed, he is liable 
for his own death.  

But Israel, since they accepted the Torah, are commanded to sanctify the Name of 
G-d. By giving themselves over for sanctification of the Name of G-d, they weaken the power 
of impurity and the forces of evil, demolishing all their construction, as is known to 
Kabbalists. Therefore, it is specifically emphasized to say that “destruction” descended to the 
other nations.  

 
* * * 


