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Jewish tradition recognizes that the Torah given at 
Mount Sinai consists of six-hundred and thirteen 
commandments. Of those, it is generally understood 
that 248 commandments can be classified as “positive 
commandments” (“thou shalt…”) that generally require 
a person to go out and actively do something, while the 
other 365 are labelled “negative commandments” (“thou 
shalt not…”) that typically demand that a person refrain 
from performing certain actions.

 Negative commandments in the Torah can usually 
be identified by the use of the terms lo or al (“no/not/
without”). For example, the final five commandments of 
the Ten Commandments are lo tirtzach (“do not murder”), 
lo tinaf (“do not philander”), lo tignov (“do not kidnap”), lo 
taaneh (“do not afflict [others by giving false testament]”), 
and lo tachmod (“do not desire”). In all these cases, the 
Torah uses the word lo denote that a certain proscribed 
action may not be performed. Yet, when rabbinic sources 
refer to the same prohibitions that appear in the Torah, the 
rabbis use the word bal instead of lo/al. In this essay, we 
will consider whether the word bal is a true synonym to lo 
and al, or in a nuanced way expresses something slightly 
different from the terminology used in the Torah.

To give more concrete examples of the phenomenon 
described in the previous paragraph, we can look at 
various prohibitions in the Torah wherein the Torah uses 
the word lo when mentioning a proscribed act, whereas 
the rabbis instead use the word bal: For example, the 
Biblical phrase lo tashchit (Deut. 20:19) becomes bal tashchit 
in rabbinic sources (Bikkurim 4:2, Kiddushin 1:7), with the 
word bal replacing the word lo. Similarly, lo tossif (Deut. 
13:1) becomes bal tossif (Zevachim 8:10), lo tishaktzu (Lev. 
20:25) becomes bal tishaktzu (Shabbat 90b, Makkot 16b, Meilah 
17a), lo ye’raeh (Ex. 13:7) becomes bal ye’raeh (Pesachim 3:3, 
9:3), lo yimatzeh (Ex. 12:19) becomes bal yimatzeh (Pesachim 
there), and so forth. Essentially, as we will see, in Mishnaic 
Hebrew, bal is used in an abstract sense to refer to a specific 
prohibition already outlawed by the use of lo/al in the 
Torah.

The truth is that the word bal is not a rabbinic neologism, 
it already appears in the Bible itself — close to seventy 
times, in fact. These Biblical appearances of the Hebrew 
word bal are concentrated in four books of the Bible: Isaiah, 
Psalms, Proverbs, and Hosea (with one more instance in 
Job 41:15 and one more in I Chron. 16:30). Essentially, this 
means that while the word bal appears in the Bible, it does 
not appear in the Torah (Pentateuch) or, in fact, in most 
books of the Bible. In case it was not clear to the reader, 
Rashi (to Isa. 26:10) clarifies that the Biblical bal means 
the same thing as lo, as does Machberet Menachem when 
explaining the first category of words derived from the 

biliteral root BET-LAMMED. 
That said, in most of its Biblical appearances, the word 

bal does not intend to convey a prohibition, but simply 
relates a fact that something does not happen or cannot 
happen. For example, Psalms praises Hashem by saying 
“He even prepared the world [in a way that] it will not (bal) 
falter” (Ps. 93:1, 96:10) and Proverbs praises the righteous 
man by saying that he “does not (bal) slip” (Prov. 10:30, 
12:3).

Nevertheless, there are cases where the Bible uses the 
word bal in stating a historical fact, but the rabbis — who 
use the word bal for talking about prohibitions — used 
their exegetical prowess to give a proscriptive dimension 
to those historical facts. For example: “He told His words 
to Jacob / His statues and His laws to Israel / He did 
not do so for all the nations / And laws He did not (bal) 
make them know / Hallelujah!” (Ps. 147:19). This passage 
is clearly talking about the historical fact that Hashem 
revealed the Torah to the Jewish People at Mount Sinai, 
and that He did not offer a similar revelation to teach the 
Law to other nations. But possibly because of the word 
bal, the rabbis saw this passage as instructive, not merely 
historical, and therefore derived from it: “we do not 
transmit Words of Torah to gentiles” (Chagigah 13a). They 
thus took the word bal in this passage in the same sense 
that they themselves used the word bal, that is, to prohibit 
certain courses of action.

All of this leads us to the obvious question: Why did the 
rabbis prefer using the word bal when discussing Biblical 
prohibitions instead of using the Bible’s own wording of 
lo? Indeed, Rabbi Yishaya Pick-Berlin (1719–1799) in the 
introduction to his unpublished glosses to Sefer HaTishbi 
takes note of this phenomenon, and wonders out loud why 
the rabbis decided to switch out the word lo used in the 
Torah itself for the word bal. 

Rabbi Chizkiyah Medini of Hebron (1834–1904) was 
once asked this question by one of his students and he 
agreed that this is a question worth asking, commenting 
that when he was first asked this question, he had not seen 
any earlier sources who wondered about this. But then, he 
writes that he later saw the aforementioned passage from 
Rabbi Pick’s writings.

Rabbi Betzalel Ashkenazi (1520–1592) in his Shitah 
Mekubetzes (to Temurah 6b) cites Rabbi Meir HaMeili 
(author of Sefer HaMeorot) as already addressing this 
question. HaMeili cryptically explains that the rabbis 
switched out the Biblical lo for the rabbinic bal because 
the latter is apparently somehow easier to pronounce and 
conveys a clearer meaning. 

This last point may be an allusion to the answer to our 
question proposed by Rabbi Reuven Margolios (1889–

1971). He posited that the rabbis of the Oral Torah 
replaced the Written Torah’s verbiage lo with the term bal 
in order to disambiguate the meaning of lo in the context 
of negative prohibitions, as listeners might otherwise 
confuse lo (“no”) with its homonym lo (“to him/for him”) 
and totally miss the meaning of what is being conveyed. 
To avoid such confusion, the rabbis replaced the word lo 
altogether when talking about prohibitions and used bal 
instead.

Over the generations, several other answers to this 
question have been proposed. Because they are not as well-
known and have not really been discussed before, we are 
citing these often arcane answers with the hope that perhaps 
some of them will resonate with some readers.

Rabbi Ber Oppenheimer (1760–1849) opts for a more 
technical answer to this question. He posits that the word al 
always serves as a negative imperative. Meaning, al always 
means “do not...” in reference to something that one might 
do in the future. It is never used in reference to an action 
that happened in the past (with the exception of I Sam. 
27:10). By contrast, lo is a negative word that refers to the 
past in a factual manner or to the future as an imperative 
command. For example, “You shall not eat the cookie” and 
“You did not eat the cookie” — in both cases the word lo 
is appropriate. As alluded to above, the word bal when 
it appears in the Bible is also a term of negation for both 
the past and future (like al), but it is never used in the 
imperative sense as a command, it simply states the facts. 
For example, “You will not eat the cookie” and “You did not 
eat the cookie” — in both cases the word bal is appropriate. 

Based on this, Rabbi Oppenheimer explains that when 
the rabbis used the term bal to refer to one who has 
violated a prohibition, they do so because it is not just a 
reference to something that happened in the past, but is 
still continuing to exist. For example, one who violated 
bal tigzal refers to one who stole and still holds the stolen 
goods in his possession without returning it. Similarly, 
other uses of the term bal in the Rabbinic Hebrew sense 
refer to a person who has variously committed other 
violations, and has hitherto yet to repent from the sins 
which he committed. In these cases, the point is not that 
one is prohibited by Divine fiat from doing a certain action, 
but rather the fact that one has already taken the forbidden 
course of action.

If I understood him properly, Rabbi Aharon Maggid 
(1909–1978) explains that lo denotes a command given 
directly to a second person in very concrete terms (“you 
shall not…), while bal refers to the commandment in 
a more abstract way (“the prohibition outlawing…”), 
without a concrete focus on to whom the prohibition 
applies.

RABBI REUVEN CHAIM KLEINKI SEITZEI:

The Torah stipulates that an adolescent may 
only be eligible for the capital punishment due to a 
“rebellious son” (ben sorer u’moreh), if that young 
man is zollel and sove. The Mishnah (Sanhedrin 
8:2) states that the rebellious son is only liable for 
punishment if he sinfully indulges himself in meat 
and wine, explaining that zollel refers to him fressing 
meat, while sove refers to him filling up on wine. 
Such gluttony and swilling portend a dark future for 
that rebellious kid. To put it bluntly, the word sove 
teaches us that the rebellious son is only considered 
rebellious enough if he “gets drunk” on wine. 
Another term for “getting drunk” is the Hebrew verb 
shachar and its various inflections (like vayishkar 
used when describing Noah getting drunk in Gen. 
9:21). In the essay before you, we explore these two 
synonyms for “getting drunk” in Hebrew, and try to 
show the nuances that each term brings to the table.

Even though the rabbis interpret the word sove 
as a reference to the rebellious son overindulging 
specifically in wine, they note that there is no proof 
to this explication of the verse in Deuteronomy. They 
do, however, add that there is an allusion to this 
understanding in a different passage (Prov. 23:20) 
that juxtaposes a verb form of sove with wine (see 
Sanhedrin 71a, Sifrei Ki Teitzei §219). This means 
that the word sove, per se, does not have to mean 
“getting drunk from wine,” but refers to one who 
was drinking any type of (intoxicating) beverage, 
albeit in the context of the rebellious son it refers 
specifically to wine. Indeed, Maimonides (Laws of 
Mamrim 7:1) writes that it is only based on a tradition 
that we know that the rebellious son needs to get 
drunk on wine in order to be liable for punishment. 
This implies that the Bible’s wording of sove alone 
could mean something broader like “getting drunk” 
even from some other drink.

Indeed, Menachem Ibn Saruk in his work 
Machberet Menachem defines sove as shichrut 
(“drunkenness”). And similarly, Rabbi Shlomo of 
Urbino in his lexicon of Hebrew synonyms Ohel 
Moed actually lists sove as a fourth synonym for 
“drinking.” [We discussed the other three synonyms 
in a previous essay, see “Take a Drink” (Nov. 2022)].

The triliteral SAMECH-BET-ALEPH appears 
at least eight times in the Bible in the context of 
one “getting drunk,” or the beverage by which 
a person achieved that state. For example, when 
Isaiah criticizes the Jewish People for engaging in 
questionable business practices, he accuses, “your 
sava is diluted in water” (Isa. 1:22), charging that 
wine merchants would regularly dilute their wine 
in water, but would continue to sell it as though they 
were hawking unadulterated wine. Targum (on that 
verse), Rashi (to Bava Batra 15b), and Rabbi Yosef 

Kara (to Isa. There) explain that sava actually refers 
to “wine.” Rabbi Shlomo Aharon Wertheimer (1866–
1935) explains that when a person reaches a certain 
level of drunkenness, then he is no longer sensitive 
to taste of the wine he is drinking. Such a person can 
be described as sava. In such cases, unsavory wine 
sellers, sommeliers, or bartenders would serve that 
person wine that had been diluted in water for the 
full price of unadulterated wine without the drink 
buyer ever realizing that he had been cheated.

That sava means “wine” is also the opinion of 
Rashi in his comments to Hos 4:18. Nonetheless, 
Rashi elsewhere (to Isa. there, Nah. 1:10) seems to 
understand sava as general term for drinks (see 
also Rashi to Avodah Zarah 77a who explains that 
a cognate of this word, savyuta, refers to “wine 
merchants”). Rabbi Yosef Nechemias (to Prov. 23:20) 
notes that because drunkards are called sovim, the 
word sava came to also refer to “wine” itself. [For 
more about the different Hebrew words for “wine,” 
see “Words for Wine” – Part 1, Part 2 (March 2022).]

Interestingly, Malbim in his work Yair Ohr on 
Hebrew synonyms writes that the term sove denotes 
“drinking” things that could make one drunk 
(whether or not one has actually become drunk), 
while shichrut (discussed below) refers specifically 
to somebody who has drunk such drinks and has 
indeed become drunk.

As is his wont, Rabbi Shlomo Pappenheim 
(1740–1814) traces the triliteral root SAMECH-BET-
ALEPH to the biliteral root SAMECH-BET (with 
the final ALEPH being extraneous to the core root). 
That biliteral root gives way to various words that 
refer to “going around” (like sivuv),which Rabbi 
Pappenheim explains relates to the drunkard’s habit 
of “going around” from store to store, or from 
tavern to tavern, or to whatever other places alcoholic 
beverages are found. He adds that such is the way of 
drunkards to always be going around from place to 
place in order to get to drink different higher quality 
wines, so that they may recite the blessing HaTov 
V’HaMeitiv on the upgraded wine (see Shulchan 
Aruch Orach Chaim §175:2). In his glosses to Rabbi 
Pappenheim’s Yeriot Shlomo, Rabbi Moshe Tzuriel 
(1938–2023) notes that this last comment was a 
sarcastic witticism from Rabbi Pappenheim, as in 
reality drunkards do not care about reciting blessings, 
but are rather simply looking for new and exciting 
ways to get their fix.

Rabbi Moshe Tedeschi Ashkenazi (1821–1898) in 
his work Otzar Nirdafim on Hebrew synonyms 
writes that sove relates to the biliteral SAMECH-
BET in the sense of people sitting “around” a table 
and drinking together. [In this way, sove may be a 
cognate of the word mesibah, see my earlier essay 

“Party Hardy“ (March 2017)].
It has been noted by several scholars that the word 

sove (spelled with an initial SAMECH and a final 
ALEPH) is related to its homonym sava (spelled 
with an initial SIN and a final AYIN), as the latter 
term refers to something “full/satisfied/content” 
(seviah), and the former refers to a person who 
continues to drink and intoxicate himself even after 
he is totally satisfied. This point was made by Rabbi 
Yehudah Aryeh of Carpentras (in Aholei Yehuda), 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (in his comments 
to Gen. 24:25, Deut. 21:19), Rabbi Shimon Yehuda 
Leib Goldblit (in Leshon Chachamim), and Rabbi 
Dr. Asher Weiser (in Mikra V’Lashon). Rabbi Hirsch 
also suggests a connection between SAMECH-BET-
ALEPH with the root TZADI-MEM-ALEPH, based 
on the interchangeability of the letters SAMECH and 
TZADI, as well as the letters BET and MEM.

One of the sons of Kush is given as Sva, or Seba in 
English (Gen. 10:7, I Chron. 1:9). Sva’s descendants — 
the Sabeans — are mentioned again later in the Bible 
when Isaiah refers to them alongside the Kushites 
(Isa. 43:3, 45:14). In another place, the prophet Ezekiel 
refers to people called savaim (Ezek. 23:42), which 
Radak (there) explains refers to the Sabean people. 
Yet, in his Sefer Shorashim, Radak writes that 
these people were actually “drunkards.” [Targum 
Jonathan and Rashi (there) explains that savaim refer 
to merchants who “go around,” thus seeing savaim 
as a cognate of sivuv.]

Moving to the word shachar, it should be noted 
that there are different forms of this word in Biblical 
Hebrew, but all of them ultimately trace back to the 
triliteral root SHIN-KAF-REISH. As mentioned in the 
beginning of this essay, some declensions of this root 
refer to the verb of “getting drunk,” and according 
to Even Shoshan’s Biblical concordance this usage 
occurs 19 times in the Bible. In another three cases, 
there is a noun shikaron (Jer. 13:13, Ezek. 23:33, 39:19) 
that refers to “drunkenness/intoxication,” which also 
happens to also be the name of a city in the tribal 
territory of Judah (see Josh. 15:11). Finally, this root 
also gives way to a noun sheichar that refers to a 
specific beverage that is used to render one “drunk.” 
That word appears 23 times in the Bible. A post-
Biblical inflection of this root is the word shikur 
(“drunkard”), which is the etymon of the Yiddish 
word shikir/schicker.

Regarding the noun sheichar, Rabbi Moshe 
Tedeschi Ashkenazi argues that technically this word 
refers to any alcoholic or intoxicating beverage, but 
that when it is used in the Bible it sometimes refers 
strictly to strong wine. For example, Num. 6:3 forbids 
the Nazirite from drinking shechar, with Targum 
Onkelos and Rashi (there) explaining that sheichar 

in that context refers specifically to “old wine,” 
which is more likely to render one who drinks it 
intoxicated (as opposed to yayin in that verse, which 
refers to “new wine,” which is less intoxicating). 
Similarly, when the Torah commands that a libation 
of sheichar should accompany the daily Tamid 
sacrifice (Num. 28:7), Rashi (there) explains that 
this refers to “intoxicating wine.” Interestingly, 
when Rashi (to Zevachim 91a) again mentions this, 
he adds that sheichar is an expression of seviah 
(“satisfaction”), as though pouring that oenological 
product down the altar’s pipes is “satisfying” the 
thirst of those hollow tubes.

But sometimes sheichar in the Bible could refer 
to other intoxicating drinks: for example, Lev. 
10:9 forbids one from drinking sheichar before 
entering the Temple, and there is ample reason 
to understand that even if one partook of other 
intoxicating substances besides wine, one may be 
liable for this prohibition (see Nazir 4a, Krisus 13bm 
and Nachmanides to Lev. 10:9). That said, sheichar 
in Rabbinic Hebrew refers to what we call “beer/
mead” (for example, see Pesachim 3:1).

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (to Ex. 13:12) offers 
a somewhat cryptic comment connecting shachar 
(“intoxication”) with the words sheger (“issuing/
sending forth”), shir (“song”) and sheker (“lie/
falsehood”). These connections are based on the 
interchangeability of the letters KAF, GIMMEL, 
YOD, and KUF. Rabbi Hirsch explains that all 
of these terms refer to something which is “born 
from oneself,” but does not give more detail. 
Dr. Lawrence Resnick in his work 1,000 Words 
(which elucidates the word connections made by 
Rabbi Hirsch) explains that all four words signify 
a production coming from within — whether 
mentally or physically: sheger refers to one’s live 
offspring, the handiwork of one’s own reproductive 
system; shir refers to an enthusiastic expression 
of one’s own mental vision, shechar refers to the 
drunken state wherein the imagination forms a 
reality of its own making; and sheker refers to 
something made up of cloth, a total falsehood, 
which consciously presents one’s falsities as true.         

Rabbi Aharon Marcus (1843–1916) proposes 
that the triliteral root SHIN-KAF-REISH actually 
derives from the biliteral root KAF-REISH, with 
the initial SHIN as peripheral to the radical stem. 
The root KAF-REISH(-KAF-REISH), in turn, refers 
to “dancing” — like when King David was said 
to be micharker before the Ark (II Sam. 6:14, 6:16). 
He explains that “getting drunk” causes dizziness 
as though one’s head was “dancing” around. [For 
more about the Hebrew words for “dancing,” you’ll 
have to wait for my future article on the topic…] 

Getting Drunk


