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The Hebrew verb shamar (from the root shin-mem-resh) most 
typically means “to guard” or “to safeguard” in classical Hebrew texts. 
When God sets cherubim and then some sort of rotating sword in 
place lishmor et derekh eitz ha-ḥayyim (Genesis 3:24), for example, 
these newly appointed sentinels are meant to “guard” the route to 
the Tree of Life so that neither Adam nor Eve can sneak back into 
the garden to eat of its fruit.1 Similarly, when Cain asks the most 
famous of all rhetorical questions—ha-shomeir aḥi anokhi, “Am I my 
brother’s shomeir?” (Genesis 4:9)—the use of a verbal noun derived 
from shamar to denote the role Cain perceives himself specifically 
not to have with respect to his brother clearly suggests that Cain does 
not see why his fraternal role should include guarding his brother 
from whatever dangers might befall him.2 Later on, the mishmar 
(a noun formed from the same shin-mem-resh verbal root) in the 
Joseph story is a jail where prisoners are guarded to prevent them 
from fleeing.3

But there is another shamar in Scripture, one that is used to 
denote allegiance to law and which would thus be better translated 
into English as “to keep” than “to guard,” and there are countless 
examples of this usage too. The text of the Ten Commandments, 
for example, describes God as “merciful…to those who love Me and 
who are shom’rei mitzvotai” (Exodus 20:6 and Deuteronomy 5:10), 
and the word here clearly means to reference people who faithfully 
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“keep” the commandments, not people who “guard” them from some 
external danger. And there are dozens of other examples I could cite 
as well in which some form of the verb shamar takes as its direct 
object a word denoting commandments, laws, or statutes, and clearly 
references obedience to the law.4 In all these cases, it is clear that 
what one “does” with respect to a divine law is to observe it, to keep it, 
to be faithful to its details—but not specifically to guard it from some 
possible external threat. The verb shamar thus bears both meanings, 
yet the correct meaning in any given verse can almost always derived 
from context.

Because that second sense of shamar generally takes as its direct 
object a word denoting laws or statutes in general, the Sabbath 
commandment in the version of the Decalogue that appears in 
Deuteronomy with Shabbat as its specific direct object (shamor5 
et yom ha-shabbat l ’kad’sho), is puzzling.6 At first, the puzzle is not 
that obvious. Jews speak about “keeping” Shabbat so regularly that 
the injunction to do just that, to keep the Sabbath, seems easy to 
understand. Indeed, the notion of “keeping” Shabbat is so familiar 
that the word is almost always inserted into translations of the 
Exodus version of the Decalogue, where the fourth commandment 
is regularly rendered as “Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy,” 
despite the fact that “keep” does not correspond to any word in the 
Hebrew original at all.7

But it is precisely because we so regularly talk about “keeping” the 
commandments, that it is surprising to learn that Sabbath observance 
is just one of three mitzvot (or rather groups of interrelated mitzvot) 
whose observance is denoted in the Torah specifically with the verb 
shamar. And that usage prompts us to wonder what precisely the 
verb shamar is meant to suggest when used specifically to reference 
their observance. Does it mean merely that one need be faithful to 
the Sabbath’s many rules and details? Or is the idea that one must 
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guard the Sabbath from external perils that might damage it from 
without?8 Both approaches entail difficulties. The former, certainly 
the simpler solution, founders on the fact that shamar is not used 
in conjunction with other commandments that Scripture also 
commands the faithful to observe with diligence and assiduity. The 
latter, the less likely suggestion, founders on the obvious question of 
precisely what it could be that the commandments which attract the 
use of shamar could possibly need to be guarded from.

One group of commandments that attracts the use of the verb 
shamar to denote its observance are those related to the Passover 
festival. Indeed, one of the stock ways of referencing Passover 
observance in the twelfth chapter of Exodus is in a series of 
u-sh’martem et (“and you shall keep”) clauses: u-sh’martem et ha-yom 
ha-zeh (“you shall keep this day,” verse 17), u-sh’martem et ha-davar 
ha-zeh (“you shall keep this thing,” verse 24), and u-sh’martem et 
ha-avodah ha-zot (“you shall keep this worship,” verse 25). In the 
first of these clauses, the verb appears twice—once to forbid labor 
in the course of the holiday and once to command the Israelites to 
eat matzah during the Passover holiday.9 The second clause uses the 
expression u-sh’martem et ha-davar ha-zeh to command the annual 
retelling of the story of Israel’s liberation from bondage in Egypt.10 
And shamar is used in the final clause to remind the Israelites that 
the pesaḥ sacrifice is to be sacrificed annually once they enter the land 
as an ongoing feature of Israelite worship, and that they are in that 
specific way to “keep” it as part of their spiritual and ritual heritage.11 
Particularly striking in this regard is the passage at Exodus 23:14–
16, where the three pilgrimage festivals are mentioned and the verb 
shamar is specifically used only with reference to Passover. Indeed, 
this connection between shamar and Passover is so intense that the 
festival is also called a leil shimmurim (12:42), which seems to mean 
that it is the holiday on which so many shamar commandments are 
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to be observed, as it were, at once.12

A second group of commandments that are described with the verb 
shamar are those that relate to worship in the Tabernacle, regarding 
which the Torah repeatedly utilizes the word u-sh’martem (“and 
you shall obey”) followed by a direct object to denote the complex 
regimen of rules and regulations that pertain in that sacred place.13

And a third specific set of commandments that attract the verb 
shamar has to do with Shabbat. I have already referenced the famous 
shamor that opens the Shabbat commandment as it appears in the 
Decalogue in Deuteronomy. But the same verb is used to reference 
Shabbat observance at Exodus 23:13 and at many other junctures in 
Scripture.14 As noted above, however, simply taking shamar in this 
context to denote fealty and obedience to this specific codicil of the 
covenant leaves unanswered the question why these specific three 
commandment groups attract that specific verb. And taking the word 
to denote some sort of special need for protection provokes us to ask 
what it could possibly be that Shabbat needs to be guarded from. I 
would like to explore the concept with respect to Passover and the 
Tabernacle at a later time; here I wish to focus specifically on the 
concept of Shabbat as something in need of special watching-over, 
of being guarded.

The first thing that comes to mind has to do with complexity: even 
in their biblical setting, the laws of Shabbat observance are precise 
and the consequences for even the slightest ritual infraction intense.15 

And, indeed, there are many ancient texts written by non-Jews that 
derisively mock that aspect of Shabbat observance specifically.16 
These texts have been largely forgotten today, but they were surely 
known—or at least their authors’ attitude was—in antiquity. For 
example, this perception was surely known to the ancient darshan 
who explained the obscure word mishbateha at Lamentations 1:7 
(a word that contains within it the letters of the Hebrew word 
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shabbat) by explaining that the foe was not intent on mocking in 
general the pathetic misery of Jerusalem’s citizens under siege, but 
was rather taking aim specifically at the Jews’ observance of Shabbat 
as something ridiculous for a nation to obsess about when its cities 
were being razed and its population decimated.17

Another midrash suggests a different reason that the Sabbath 
needs to be watched over: because it is fragile and can be “broken” 
easily by people who are not necessarily innately wicked or hostile 
to the concept of Shabbat itself, but who are merely careless.18 In 
this midrash, Rabbi Shimon bar Lakish imagines a king sending his 
son off with an empty bottle and some money to a local shopkeeper 
to purchase something the king wished to acquire.19 The hapless 
son breaks the bottle en route and then for good measure loses 
the money as well, to which series of mishaps his father responds 
violently at first by twisting his son’s ear and yanking at his hair. 
But then, after calming down a bit, the king decides to give the lad 
another chance, this time specifically instructing the lad not to lose 
the new coin or break the new bottle. The darshan then applies this 
specific set-up to the double readings of zakhor (“Remember!”) and 
shamor (“Guard!”) that initiate the fourth commandment in Exodus 
and Deuteronomy respectively. The lesson is daring: the darshan 
suggests that the two different verbs appearing in the versions of 
the Decalogue in Exodus and Deuteronomy are to be explained 
sequentially, imagining that God originally thought the Israelites 
would understand that the original commandment to remember the 
Sabbath included the (unstated but crucial) injunction also to keep 
its many laws carefully and meticulously—but then, forty years later, 
realized it was necessary to state unambiguously that the Israelites 
are to “keep” the Sabbath by obeying its many detailed laws and not 
merely to “recall” it intellectually by taking note of its weekly return.

The implication of this sermon is clear enough: the Sabbath 
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actually can be broken, thus made useless and meaningless, by people 
behaving like the careless boy in the parable who failed to understand 
his father’s real intention merely because it wasn’t spelled out for him 
explicitly. The prince in the parable is depicted as neither depraved 
nor wicked, just irresponsible and careless, and his father, once he 
calms down, responds rationally to his son’s negligent behavior by 
offering him a second chance to get things right. The take-away is 
that the child should not be disinherited or disowned because of his 
recklessness, just made aware how easily glass can break and coins 
can be lost: these are the specific things that the boy didn’t fully 
understand as he set forth on his errand the first time. And then 
the boy, having learned his lesson the hard way, earns his second 
chance and presumably ends up back in his father’s good graces. 
(Are we supposed to understand that Moses actually revised the text 
on the tablets intentionally? That would be a remarkable assertion! 
But even if the darshan would probably not have carried his idea to 
that extreme, the implication of his parable is still clear enough: the 
Sabbath can be broken, thus made useless and meaningless, by people 
behaving like careless children who fail to understand the importance 
of protecting the treasure that has been entrusted to them.)

A third rationale for the Sabbath being something in need of 
guarding because of its inherently ethereal nature comes out in a 
sermon preserved in Midrash Tehillim, the late collection of midrashim 
from the Land of Israel based on the Psalter.20 Rabbi Judah bar Simon 
wonders why King Solomon, in his authorial guise as King Kohelet, 
used the words hevel (“vanity” or “nothingness,” literally “breath”) six 
times in the opening chapter of the Book of Ecclesiastes. (To get to 
six, it is necessary to count the two instances that the word appears 
in the plural as havalim.) The simplest understanding is to take the 
word to denote the king’s conviction regarding the ephemeral nature 
of all existent things, thus to suggest that even the most apparently 
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sturdy things are, when considered honestly and carefully, barely 
durable at all. But Rabbi Judah has a slightly different twist on 
Kohelet’s use of the word hevel: he imagines the king picturing the 
various things created on each day of creation and labelling the items 
as hevel, as mere breath—adducing biblical verses to prove that all 
that exists will eventually cease existing. And there is deep meaning 
to the fact that there is no seventh hevel in that opening chapter 
of Kohelet: that absence corresponds to the seventh day of creation 
precisely because whatever was created on the seventh day lacked 
that impermanence that all else that exists shares. “But what,” Rabbi 
Judah asks rhetorically, “was created on the seventh day?” The obvious 
answer—nothing at all, in that Scripture specifically notes (at Genesis 
2:2, cf. Exodus 31:17) that God rested on the seventh day from the 
work of creating the universe—is rejected in favor of the notion that 
it was “the Sabbath itself ” that was created on that day. Rabbi Judah 
then goes on to imagine that the king actually was ready to add a 
seventh hevel to his chapter, one intended to complement the other 
six and thus to identify the Sabbath as ultimately ephemeral. But he 
found himself unable to do so, precisely because the Sabbath lacks 
all physicality: “For [the Sabbath],” the king now notes wisely, “is 
naught but holiness, light, and repose.” And that, presumably, is why 
it needs to be guarded with special care: because unlike something 
that can be guarded in a safe or a bank vault, the nature of Shabbat 
observance requires that it be observed in visible spaces—at home, 
in the street, in the synagogue, etc.—where any hostile onlooker can 
easily deride its intricacies and technicalities, thus in effect mocking 
those who care deeply about its observance. It is from such brazen 
ridicule that the Sabbath thus needs carefully to be protected.

A fourth rationale for Shabbat being something that should be 
guarded has to do with its intrinsic value, something it does not share 
with the other commandments. A different text in Midrash Tehillim 
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speaks to that point directly.21 Rabbi Isaac wonders about the force of 
the word “look” in Exodus 16:29, “Look, for the Eternal has granted 
you the Sabbath.” More than a mere rhetorical flourish, Rabbi Isaac 
imagines God actually wishing the Israelites to look at something; 
he cites a colleague, Rabbi Yosei, who imagines God asking the 
Israelites to look at Shabbat itself, saying, “This Shabbat that I have 
given you is a pearl [i.e., something that has value far beyond what 
the naked eye can easily discern] that doubles all the [otherwise] 
single things that attend it. The manna, for example, fell in single-
day measures every weekday but Friday; in anticipation of the onset 
of Shabbat, twice as much manna fell on those days to allow people 
to collect enough for Friday and for Shabbat as well.” Examples of 
other doubles then follow: two yearling lambs to be sacrificed (the 
daily tamid offering consisted only of one sole lamb), especially 
harsh (“double”) punishments for Sabbath violators and especially 
generous (also “double”) rewards for those who observe the laws 
carefully and precisely, a “double” commandment ordaining Sabbath 
rest given in two different versions (zakhor in Exodus and shamor 
in Deuteronomy), and even a double designation in the heading to 
the psalm for Shabbat (Psalm 92) that begins mizmor shir l ’yom ha-
shabbat, in which phrase mizmor (“hymn”) and shir (“song”) more or 
less mean the same thing, thus “doubling” each other’s meaning.

The notion of the Sabbath as a pearl of great value has many 
different literary echoes, including some outside the corpus of 
specifically Jewish ancient literature. One example is the Parable of 
the Pearl in Matthew 13, in which Jesus compares the kingdom of 
heaven to a pearl. Another is the “Hymn of the Pearl” itself, perhaps 
the most famous of all Gnostic hymns, in which gnosis itself—true 
knowledge of the purest and most desirable kind—is symbolized by 
a pearl that a young prince must journey to Egypt to retrieve.22 But 
our midrash stands on its own as well because the comparison to 
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a pearl suggests that the Sabbath possesses not only ascribed value 
but inherent worth as well; unlike the kind of accouterments used 
to fulfill other commandments that solely have value when pressed 
into ritual service, Shabbat has true intrinsic value.23 In that regard, 
it is indeed like a pearl that is valuable not because of what you can 
do with it or buy with it, but because of its inmost nature, because of 
what it is. Such a mitzvah therefore needs to be guarded because it 
might otherwise be stolen—which, in the rabbinic mind, is precisely 
what did happen as the church took the Sabbath, made a virtue out 
of ignoring its prohibitions and attendant rituals, and then actually 
moved it from the seventh day to celebrate it in its new guise as the 
“Lord’s Day” on the first day of the week, on Sunday.24

A similar idea is found in the talmudic discussion of Exodus 
31:13, where God instructs Moses to command the Israelites to 
observe the Sabbath, which is to be “a sign between Me and you for 
all generations, [so that it be known] that I, the Eternal, am the One 
who sanctifies you.” Focusing on the last part of the verse, the third-
century sage Rav notes that one has an obligation to inform someone 
if one has given that individual a gift, presumably so it can then be 
guarded properly, and he justifies that requirement by citing the verse 
in Exodus cited above in which God instructs Moses formally to 
inform the Israelites of the divine munificence that has been visited 
upon them. And then the Talmud cites an earlier (unnamed) source 
that imagines God saying to Moses: “I have a gift of great value in 
My storehouse that I wish to offer to Israel and its name is Shabbat—
go and tell the people of the gift [I intend to bestow upon them.]”25

For all these reasons, the notion of guarding the Sabbath as one 
would something precious possessed of inherent value—but also as 
something easily breakable, easily mocked by ignorant outsiders, and 
easily lost—seems at least plausibly embedded in Scripture’s regular 
use of the verb shamar (“to guard”) to denote Sabbath observance.26
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NOTES

1 The word lishmor is the infinitive of the verb shamar.
2 Similarly, when the poet uses shomeir to describe God as “the Guardian” of 
Israel who neither slumbers nor sleeps (Psalm 121:4), the clear meaning is that 
God is a watchful sentinel who guards Israel without ever needing even briefly 
to sleep the way human guards eventually would.
3 See Genesis 40:3, 4, and 7; 41:10; and 42:17 and 19. 
4 Cf. Rashi’s comment to Exodus 19:5, where he notes that the expression 
u-sh’martem et b’riti (“and you shall keep My covenant”) denotes allegiance to 
the “entire Torah” about to be revealed to the Israelites.
5 An infinitive form of the verb shamar.
6 The commandment is much longer; these are its first five words.
7 This, with a comma after “day,” is both the 1611 King James Version and the 
1917 Jewish Publication Society version, as well as many in between. Likewise, 
NJPS has “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy,” although there is 
nothing in the Hebrew that formally corresponds to the “and.”
8 Cf., for example, how the same verb is used in Jacob’s prayer to God at Genesis 
28:20 to express the patriarch’s hope that God will watch over him on his 
journey by providing him with food to protect him from hunger and clothing to 
protect him from the elements.
9 Regarding the notion that the u-sh’martem et ha-yom ha-zeh references the 
prohibition of working on the festival, cf. Rashi ad locum, s.v. u-sh’martem et ha-
yom ha-zeh, and Ramban ad locum, s.v. v’sham, who says the same thing while 
narrowing the scope of the reference slightly. Both interpretations are based on 
a midrash preserved in the Mekhilta D’rabbi Yishmael, Parashat Bo, parashah 9, 
s.v. u-sh’martem et ha-yom ha-zeh.
10 Cf. the way this verse is twice explained in the Mekhilta: in Parashat Bo, 
parashah 4, we read u-sh’martem et ha-davar ha-zeh—harei pesaḥ l ’dorot (“and 
you shall keep/guard this thing—this references the actual Passover holiday to 
be observed throughout the generations”), while in Parashat Bo, parashah 11, we 
read u-sh’martem et ha-davar ha-zeh—l’havi pesaḥ dorot, which is just another 
way to say the same thing.
11 Cf. Ramban ad locum: u-sh’martem et ha-avodah ha-zot—zevaḥ pesaḥ, which 
means that the phrase ha-avodah ha-zot (“this specific manner of worship”) 
literally denotes the paschal sacrifice. The same point, also using the verb shamar, 
is made at Exodus 13:10, where the context makes it clear we are speaking about 
the Passover festival and not solely the sacrifice.
12 Cf. the use of shimmurim later in that verse unambiguously to denote the 
commandments of Passover, as opposed to the festival itself, thus leading to 
the conclusion that Passover is a festival of shimmurim because so many 
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commandments introduced by the verb shamar are connected to it. And cf. also 
Exodus 34:18.
13 Examples include u-sh’martem et mishmeret ohel mo·eid at Numbers 18:4 and 
u-sh’martem et mishmeret ha-kodesh at Numbers 18:5, cf. u-sh’martem et mishmeret 
ha-bayit at 2 Kings 11:6 with respect to the Jerusalem Temple.
14 E.g. Exodus 31:13,14, and 16, 24:18, or Leviticus 19:3 and 30; and 26:2.
15 Cf., e.g., the story at Numbers 15:32–36 regarding the man executed for 
gathering sticks on Shabbat.
16 See, e.g., J. Hugh Michael’s still very useful essay, “The Jewish Sabbath in Latin 
Classical Writers,” The American Journal of Semitic Languages and Literatures 
40:2 ( January 1924), pp. 117–124.
17 Eichah Rabbati 1:34. Two other suggestions are also made. The phrase in 
Lamentations ra∙uha tzarim, saḥaku al mishbateha appears in the NJPS version 
as “when enemies looked on and gloated over her downfall.” Much closer to the 
ancient darshan’s reading is the King James Version: “the adversaries saw her 
and did mock at her sabbaths.”
18 Pesikta Rabbati 23:4. The text was likely compiled in the Land of Israel in the 
sixth or seventh century.
19 The notion of an all-powerful monarch sending a child off to the supermarket 
with some cash and an empty bottle to pick up some beer for supper will 
seem odd to moderns, but apparently worked for the ancients. For a helpful 
introduction to the rabbis’ “king” parables, see David Stern, Parables in Midrash: 
Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge, MA, and London: 
Harvard University Press, 1991), pp. 19–21. And now, in much more detail, 
see Alan Appelbaum, The Rabbis’ King-Parables (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 
2010).
20 Midrash Tehillim 92:2, ed. Solomon Buber (ed. Vilna, 1891), p. 401.
21 Midrash Tehillim 92:1, ed. cit., p. 401.
22 The Parable of the Pearl appears in the New Testament only at Matthew 
13:45-46, and is most easily understood when compared to the Parable of 
the Great Treasure, which precedes it by one verse in that same chapter. For 
more regarding the gnostic Hymn of the Pearl, see Johan Ferera, The Hymn of 
the Pearl: The Syriac and Greek Texts with Introduction, Translations, and Notes 
(Sydney, Australia: St. Paul’s Press, 2002). 
23 An example of something used in ritual that has no intrinsic value outside 
that context would be the myrtle twigs used on Sukkot—something no one 
would pay money to own other than in the context of preparation for Sukkot—
or even a ram’s horn, which has no value on the open market other than for use 
as a shofar.
24 For a general overview, see Samuele Bacchiocchi, From Sabbath to Sunday: 
A Historical Investigation of the Rise of Sunday Observance in Early Christianity 
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(Rome: Pontifical Gregorian University, 1977), and particularly the seventh 
chapter, “Anti-Judaism and the Origin of Sunday.”
25 B. Shabbat 10b.
26 As noted above, there are two other areas of Scriptural law that attract the 
verb shamar as well: laws pertaining to Passover and laws pertaining to the 
Tabernacle. I hope to return to this topic at a later date to investigate the use 
of shamar in both those contexts and to see if the theory put forward here with 
respect to Shabbat can be pressed into service in those contexts as well.


