
5780 – Exodus 12-13; Deuteronomy 6 – Pesach (Passover) 
 
The Necessity of Asking Questions (Bo 5777)1  
It is no accident that parshat Bo, the section that deals with the culminat-
ing plagues and the exodus, should turn three times to the subject of 
children and the duty of parents to educate them. As Jews we believe that 
to defend a country you need an army, but to defend a civilisation you 
need education. Freedom is lost when it is taken for granted. Unless par-
ents hand on their memories and ideals to the next generation—the story 
of how they won their freedom and the battles they had to fight along the 
way—the long journey falters and we lose our way.  
What is fascinating, though, is the way the Torah emphasises the fact 
that children must ask questions. Two of the three passages in our par-
sha speak of this:  

And when your children ask you, ‘What does this ceremony mean 
to you?’ then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the Lord, who 
passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and spared our 
homes when He struck down the Egyptians.’ (Exo 12:26-27)  
In days to come, when your son asks you, ‘What does this mean?’ 
say to him, ‘With a mighty hand the Lord brought us out of Egypt, out 
of the land of slavery. (Exo 13:14)  

There is another passage later in the Torah that also speaks of question 
asked by a child:  

In the future, when your son asks you, “What is the meaning of the 
stipulations, decrees and laws the Lord our God has commanded 
you?” tell him: “We were slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord 
brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. (Deu 6:20-21)  

The other passage in today’s parsha, the only one that does not mention 
a question, is:  

On that day tell your son, ‘I do this because of what the Lord did for 
me when I came out of Egypt.’ (Exo 13:8)  

These four passages have become famous because of their appearance in 
the Haggadah on Pesach. They are the four children: one wise, one wicked 
or rebellious, one simple and “one who does not know how to ask.” Read-
ing them together the Sages came to the conclusion that [1] children 
should ask questions, [2] the Pesach narrative must be constructed in 
response to, and begin with, questions asked by a child, [3] it is the duty 
of a parent to encourage his or her children to ask questions, and the 
child who does not yet know how to ask should be taught to ask. 

 
1 http://rabbisacks.org/necessity-asking-questions-bo-5777/ 

There is nothing natural about this at all. To the contrary, it goes dramat-
ically against the grain of history. Most traditional cultures see it as the 
task of a parent or teacher to instruct, guide or command. The task of 
the child is to obey. “Children should be seen, not heard,” goes the old 
English proverb. “Children, be obedient to your parents in all things, for 
this is well-pleasing to the Lord,” says a famous Christian text (Col 3:20).   
ִנים ִׁשְמעּו ֶאל־יְֹלֵדיֶכם ְּבָכל־ָּדָברּבָ ַה  .1  
 

Ha-banim shim-oo el yol-dei-chem b’chol d’var ...  
a. Because Hebrew doesn’t have a word that mean’s “to obey” (see be-

low), it would have been better for this verse to be translated:   
Children [1] listen, [2] hear, [3] understand, [4] internalize the teach-
ing of, and [5] respond honorably to your parents in all things …  

b. Proverbs 22:6 
6Start children off on the way they should go …  
NAS, KJV, NKJ, NAS—6Train up a child in the way he should go …   

ַלַּנַער ַעל־ִּפי ַדְרּכֹוֲחֹנְך   

Cha’noch la-na-ar al-pi dar-ko …  
Lit; “Train up a youth according to his way …”  
NJB—6Give a lad a training suitable to his character and, even 

when old, he will not go back on it.  
c. Exodus 20:12 (cf., Lev 19:3) 

12"Honor your father and your mother …  
1) Honor, i.e., respect, recognize the importance of … 

 
Socrates, who spent his life teaching people to ask questions, was con-
demned by the citizens of Athens for corrupting the young. In Judaism 
the opposite is the case. It is a religious duty to teach our children to 
ask questions. That is how they grow.  
Judaism is the rarest of phenomena: a faith based on asking questions, 
sometimes deep and difficult ones that seem to shake the very founda-
tions of faith itself. “Shall the Judge of all the earth not do justice?” asked 
Abraham (Gen 18:25). “Why, Lord, why have you brought trouble on this 
people?” asked Moses (Exo 5:22). “Why does the way of the wicked pros-
per? Why do all the faithless live at ease?” asked Jeremiah (12:1). The 
book of Job is largely constructed out of questions, and God’s answer 
consists of four chapters of yet deeper questions: “Where were you when 
I laid the earth’s foundation? … Can you catch Leviathan with a hook? … 
Will it make an agreement with you and let you take it as your slave for 
life?” (Job 38:4ff). 
 



2. Questioning God?2  
Some of my first memories are of hearing my grandfather preach in 
Spanish. He was a fiery minister, shouting with excitement and bang-
ing his hand on the pulpit; caught up in the moment of his impas-
sioned teaching. I observed in awe of the man everyone adored. It 
seemed as though he had everything figured out, and I wanted to 
be just like him.  
However, as I entered adolescence doubt seemed to define my faith ra-
ther than certitude. The more I asked questions it felt as if I wasn’t 
achieving the faithfulness my grandfather had shown me. Answers 
seemed to be few and far in between, what felt like a lack of belief 
made me feel like a weak Christian. In fact, it seems that, many of 
us have come to believe doubt is a sign of inadequate faith.  
We see this theme littered throughout the gospels. One particular sto-
ry catches my attention.  
In Mark 9:14-29 we read of the doubt of a father whose son suffered 
from life-threatening seizures. After hearing of (Yeshua’s) ability to 
heal the boy the father says, “But if you can do anything, take pity on 
us and help us” (Mark 9: 22). In this conversation the word that stands 
out most to me is if. The father is still experiencing doubt, despite 
hearing about (Yeshua’s) miracles.  
(Yeshua) responds by saying, “If You can? All things are possible to 
him who believes” (Mark 9:23) …  
a. πιστεύω (pisteuo)—to believe, entrust, i.e., to be convinced, primarily 

an intellectual evaluation (Frieberg); to think to be true, to be per-
suaded of (Thayer); be convinced of (Gingrich).  
1) In Christian thought, the antithesis of “faith” is “doubt.”  

b. ֱאמּוָנה (emunah) < אמן (a-man)—prove oneself steady, reliable, stay 

faithful to (Halladay); firmness, steadfastness, fidelity (BDB).  
1) In Jewish thought, the antithesis of “faith” is “fear.”  

c. Mark 9:14-29 
16"What are you arguing with them about?" he asked. 17A man in the 
crowd answered, "Teacher, I brought you my son, who is possessed 
by a spirit that has robbed him of speech … 18I asked your disciples 
to drive out the spirit, but they could not." 19"You unbelieving gen-
eration," Yeshua replied … Bring the boy to me." 20So they brought 
him. When the spirit saw Yeshua, it immediately threw the boy into 
a convulsion. He fell to the ground and rolled around, foaming at 
the mouth. 21Yeshua asked the boy's father, "How long has he been 

 
2 https://www.qchristian.org/blog/2017/11/28/questioning-god 

like this?" "From childhood," he answered … But if you can do an-
ything, take pity on us and help us." 23"'If you can'?" said Yeshua. 
"Everything is possible for one who believes." 24Immediately the 
boy's father exclaimed, "I do believe; help me overcome my unbe-
lief!" … Yeshua … rebuked the impure spirit …26The spirit shrieked, 
convulsed him violently and came out. The boy looked so much 
like a corpse that many said, "He's dead." 27But Yeshua took him by 
the hand and lifted him to his feet, and he stood up … 28his disci-
ples asked him privately, "Why couldn't we drive it out?" 29He re-
plied, "This kind can come out only by prayer."  
1) Not by faith? Part of the purpose of prayer is to align our heart 

with that of God. 
 
In yeshiva the highest accolade is to ask a good question: Du fregst a 
gutte kashe. Rabbi Abraham Twersky, a deeply religious psychiatrist, tells 
of how when he was young, his teacher would relish challenges to his 
arguments. In his broken English, he would say, “You right! You 100 pro-
zent right! Now I show you where you wrong.”  
Isadore Rabi, winner of a Nobel Prize in physics, was once asked why he 
became a scientist. He replied, “My mother made me a scientist without 
ever knowing it. Every other child would come back from school and be 
asked, ‘What did you learn today?’ But my mother used to ask: ‘Izzy, 
did you ask a good question today?’ That made the difference. Asking 
good questions made me a scientist.”  
Judaism is not a religion of blind obedience. Indeed, astonishingly in a 
religion of 613 commandments, there is no Hebrew word that means 
“to obey.” When Hebrew was revived as a living language in the nine-
teenth century, and there was need for a verb meaning “to obey,” it had 
to be borrowed from the Aramaic: le–tsayet. Instead of a word meaning 
“to obey,” the Torah uses the verb shema, untranslatable into English 
because it means [1] to listen, [2] to hear, [3] to understand, [4] to inter-
nalise, and [5] to respond. Written into the very structure of Hebraic 
consciousness is the idea that our highest duty is to seek to under-
stand the will of God, not just to obey blindly. Tennyson’s verse, 
“Theirs not to reason why, theirs but to do or die,” is as far from a Jewish 
mindset as it is possible to be.  
Why? Because we believe that intelligence is God’s greatest gift to human-
ity. Rashi understands the phrase that God made man “in His image, after 
His likeness,” to mean that God gave us the ability “to understand and 
discern.” The very first of our requests in the weekday Amidah is for 
“knowledge, understanding and discernment.” One of the most breath-
takingly bold of the rabbis’ institutions was to coin a blessing to be said 
on seeing a great non-Jewish scholar. Not only did they see wisdom in 



cultures other than their own, they thanked God for it. How far this is 
from the narrow-mindedness than has so often demeaned and dimin-
ished religions, past and present. 
 
3. !d;w: rc;b;l] /tm;k]j;me @t'N:v, !l;/[h; &l,m, Wnyhel¿a> y:yÒ hT;a; &WrB; 
 

Baruch ata Adonai Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, she-natan mei-chochmato l’vasar 

va-dam.  
Praised are You, LORD our God, King of the universe who has given of His wis-

dom to flesh and blood.  
a. John 7:37-39 

39By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were 
later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, 
since Yeshua had not yet been glorified.  
1) 7:39  John’s statement shows that the passion of (Messiah) was 

the important aspect of (Yeshua’s) revelation about the Holy 
Spirit, for it divided the era of law from that of the Spirit (John 
1:17). The prophecy of Ezekiel concurs with this: “I will give you 
a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you 
your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put 
my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be 
careful to keep my laws” (Ezek 36:26-27).3  
a) Who is Ezekiel talking to? Gentiles who would come to make 

up a future “Church” or the people of Israel?  
b) Ezekiel 36:22-25 

22"Therefore say to the Israelites, 'This is what the Sovereign 
LORD says: It is not for your sake, people of Israel, that I am 
going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name, 
which you have profaned among the nations where you 
have gone. 23I will show the holiness of my great name, 
which has been profaned among the nations, the name you 
have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that 
I am the LORD, declares the Sovereign LORD, when I am 
proved holy through you before their eyes. 24"'For I will take 
you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the coun-
tries and bring you back into your own land. 25I will sprin-
kle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse 
you from all your impurities and from all your idols.  

2) 7:39  This is one of the numerous references made to the Holy 
Spirit’s person and activities in the Gospel of John. This verse is 
the explanation of what (Yeshua) meant by the “rivers of living 

 
3 Frank E. Gæbelein, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Vol 9, (Regency Reference 

Library), p. 87 

water” (7:38). The coming of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pente-
cost was like a stream flowing from Jerusalem, bringing life to the 
world. The flow of the Spirit brings personal enlightenment, joy, 
and power. It produces life for all who drink of its waters. It was 
not that the Holy Spirit was inactive before that time, because the 
Spirit operated throughout the (Tanach) period.  
Yet the fullness of the Spirit was not available for all until He 
was given as a gift to all believers (Acts 2:38). The word “giv-
en” is not in the Greek text. Thus “the Spirit was not yet” is the 
complete idea. He was “not yet” in the sense that He would 
be available to all believers from the birth of the Church on. 
(Yeshua) was “glorified” when His resurrection occurred. The 
Spirit can now point to (Yeshua) with an intense, blazing spot-
light and assert that (Yeshua the Messiah) is the Lord.4  

3) Joel 2:28 
28"And afterward (i.e., “in the ‘Last Days’”), I will pour out my 
Spirit on all people … 

 
The historian Paul Johnson once wrote that rabbinic Judaism was “an 
ancient and highly efficient social machine for the production of intellec-
tuals.” Much of that had, and still has, to do with the absolute priority 
Jews have always placed on education, schools, the Beit Midrash, religious 
study as an act even higher than prayer, learning as a life-long engage-
ment, and teaching as the highest vocation of the religious life.  
But much too has to do with how one studies and how we teach our chil-
dren. The Torah indicates this at the most powerful and poignant junc-
ture in Jewish history—just as the Israelites are about to leave Egypt and 
begin their life as a free people under the sovereignty of God. Hand on 
the memory of this moment to your children, says Moses. But do not 
do so in an authoritarian way. Encourage your children to ask, ques-
tion, probe, investigate, analyse, explore. Liberty means freedom of the 
mind, not just of the body. Those who are confident of their faith need 
fear no question. It is only those who lack confidence, who have secret 
and suppressed doubts, who are afraid.  
The one essential, though, is to know and to teach this to our children, 
that not every question has an answer we can immediately understand. 
There are ideas we will only fully comprehend through age and experi-
ence, others that take great intellectual preparation, yet others that may 
be beyond our collective comprehension at this stage of the human quest. 
Darwin never knew what a gene was. Even the great Newton, founder of 

 
4 Ralph W. Harris, Exec. Ed., The New Testament Study Bible, John, (The Complete 

Biblical Library), pp. 210-211. 



modern science, understood how little he understood, and put it beauti-
fully: “I do not know what I may appear to the world, but to myself I 
seem to have been only a boy playing on the seashore, and diverting my-
self in now and then finding a smoother pebble or prettier shell than or-
dinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.” 
In teaching its children to ask and keep asking, Judaism honoured what 
Maimonides called the “active intellect” and saw it as the gift of God. No 
faith has honoured human intelligence more. 
 
4. In the Hebrew of (Yeshua’s) time “ask” was a synonym for “tell.” That 

knowledge helps us understand … the story about (Yeshua) in the tem-
ple at age twelve: he was “sitting among the sages, listening to them 
and asking them questions; and all who heard him were amazed at … 
his answers” (Luke 2:46-47). Strange. Logically, we would expect, 
“were amazed at…his questions.” However, in Jewish discussion and 
debate, in (Yeshua’s) time and still today, asking the right question 
demonstrates knowledge of the answer! “Questions” are “answers”!5  
a. Matthew 7:1-5 

3"Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye 
and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? 4How can you 
say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when 
all the time there is a plank in your own eye?  

b. Matthew 13:1-12 
10The disciples came to him and asked, "Why do you speak to the 
people in parables?"  

c. Matthew 26:6-13 
8When the disciples saw this, they were indignant. "Why this 
waste?" they asked. 9"This perfume could have been sold at a high 
price and the money given to the poor." 10Aware of this, Yeshua 
said to them, "Why are you bothering this woman? She has done a 
beautiful thing to me ..."  

d. Luke 2:46-51 
46After three days (his parents) found him in the temple courts, sit-
ting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them ques-
tions. 47Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding 
and his answers. 48When his parents saw him, they were aston-
ished. His mother said to him, "Son, why have you treated us like 
this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you." 
49"Why were you searching for me?" he asked. "Didn't you know I 
had to be in my Father's house?" 50But they did not understand 
what he was saying to them …  

 
5 https://www.jerusalemperspective.com/6628/ 

5. Praying for Discernment:6  
a. Daniel 2:21 

21God changes times and seasons, he removes kings and sets up 
kings, he gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to those who 
have understanding.  

b. Psalm 119:66 
66Teach me good judgment and knowledge, for I believe in your 
commandments.  

c. Proverbs 16:22 
22Good sense is a fountain of life to him who has it, but the instruc-
tion of fools is folly.  

d. Proverbs 1:5 
5Let the wise hear and increase in learning, and the one who un-
derstands obtain guidance,  

e. Ecclesiastes 7:12 
12For the protection of wisdom is like the protection of money, and 
the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the life of 
him who has it.  

6. Praying for Wisdom and Knowledge:7  
a. James 1:5 

5If any of you lacks wisdom let him ask God, who gives generous-
ly to all without reproach, and it will be given to him.  

b. Proverbs 2:10-11 
10For wisdom will come into your heart, and knowledge will be 
pleasant to your soul, 11discretion will watch over you, understand-
ing will guard you. 

 

 
6 https://www.godsfaq.com/ask-god-for-knowledge-understanding-and-

discernment 
7 Ibid. 


