
Parashat Nitsabim begins with all of the Israelites gathering to enter into a 
covenant with God before entering into the Land of Israel. If the covenant 
is not kept and the Israelites worship other deities, then God will bring 
curses upon the people and drive them from the land.  The last verse of 
the chapter (29:28) reads:  

י הַתוֹרָּ   ֵ֖ בְר  וֹת אֶת־כָּל־דִּ ם לַעֲשׂ֕ יָ֤ׄנָ֤ׄוֵָּ֤ׄ֙ׄ עַד־עוֹלָֹּ֔ נ ֵָ֤ׄ֙ׄ בָָּ֤ׄ נָ֤ׄוָּ֤ׄ וָּ֤ׄלְָ֤ׄ ָ֤ׄ ת לָּ  ת לַיי אֱלֹהנוּ והְַנִּגְלֹֹ֞ ר ֹ֔ נִּסְתָּ הַז ֹּֽאת׃  ההַַ֨  
The secret things belong unto the LORD our God; but the things that are 
revealed are for us and our children forever, that we may do all the words of this 
law. 

The plain meaning of the verse in context appears to be that God will pun-
ish those individuals who break the covenant secretly – but sins committed 
in public must be dealt with by the people (i.e. in the courts.)  
One of the striking things in this verse are the 11 puncta extraordinaria [extra 
dots] over the words “to us and our children”  ֵָּ֤ׄ֙ׄיָ֤ׄנָ֤ׄו נ ֵָ֤ׄ֙ׄ בָָּ֤ׄ נָ֤ׄוָּ֤ׄ וָּ֤ׄלְָ֤ׄ ָ֤ׄ  These markings are .  לָּ 
an ancient scribal notation indicating a doubt or error in the text.  Fre-
quently these dots were used to indicate that certain letters should be de-
leted.  
Deleting the words “for us and our children” in our text would very drastically 
change the meaning to “Hidden acts concern the Lord our G-d, as well as Public 
ones...(therefore) the entire Torah must be observed forever.”   
Rashi (based on the Talmud) gives the plain meaning of the verse above 
(that the People are responsible for bringing public sinners to justice) but 
then adds that the dotted words are there to teach us that responsibility for 
adjudicating public transgressions of the Torah was only meant for a fu-
ture time after the Jews had settled in Israel.  
A very different homiletical explanation for the dots was given in Bemidbar 
Rabah (III,13.) According to this Midrash the dots indicate that if we 
properly perform the precepts that God has revealed, then He will reveal 
to us those things that are hidden and secret.  Interestingly, this interpreta-
tion is very similar to that of the Dead Sea Sect as indicated in the Damas-
cus Covenant.  
A different explanation of our verse is brought by Nahmanides, one 
which is appropriate for the days leading up to Rosh Hashanah. Ac-
cording to Nahmanides, the hidden things refer to those transgressions 
that we are unaware of having done (or those done by accident.) The 
word “Nistarot” being used as it is in Psalm 19: גִיאוֹת מִי תָרוֹת; יָבִין-שְׁ נִי  מִנִסְׁ  נַקֵּ

Who can discern his errors? Cleanse me [Lord] from hidden faults.  Only God 
can understand why we err.  But we must take responsibility for those 
actions and transgressions which we knowingly make, and we must 
bear the consequences of our transgressions.   
 One late Midrash (Abot de Rabbi Nathan) explains that Ezra placed the 
dots above words because of some doubt and that it would take Elijah to 
sort out the correct text. Ezra said:   If Elijah should happen to come to me and 
ask, “Why did you write these words?” I shall answer him, “I have already put dots 
over them.” And if he should say to me, “You have written this well,” I shall remove 
the dots.  
It seems that the true meaning of the dotted letters and the verse itself has 
become one of those “secret things” for which we hope to receive a divine 
explanation. 



 


