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Work may be done on six days 
[of the week], but on the seventh 
day, it shall be holy for you, a day 
of complete rest for Hashem… 
Take from among you an offer-
ing [of materials for constructing 
the Mishkan, the Tabernacle] for 
Hashem… Every wisehear ted 
man among you should come and 
make everything [for the Mishkan] 
that Hashem has commanded. 
(35:2–10)

The tasks that were needed to 
build the Mishkan are juxtaposed 
with the restriction against doing 
work on Shabbos, so that we may 
learn from [the Mishkan exacly 
what constitutes the “work” that 
we must refrain from doing on 
Shabbos]. (Rashi, commentary to 
Talmud, Shabbos 49b)

Rashi is saying that our concept of 
there being 39 M’lachos (types of labor 
forbidden on Shabbos) is entirely de-
rived from those very tasks that were 
performed in the creation of the Mishkan. 
But why do we derive the definition of 

“work” from the Mishkan, of all places? 
Furthermore, Mechilta points out 

that by placing the commandment to ob-
serve Shabbos before the commandment 
to build the Mishkan, the Torah teaches 
us that, as important as constructing the 
Mishkan was, it did not override Shabbos. 
Why is this so?

To answer these questions, we must 
examine the deeper reasons behind 
the holiness of Shabbos and that of the 
Mishkan. 

Regarding Shabbos: In the Ten 
Commandments, the Torah gives us 
one of the reasons why we must rest on 
Shabbos: 

For in six days Hashem created 
the heaven and the earth, the seas 
and all that is in them; and on the 
seventh day, He rested. (20:11) 

In other words, Hashem limited His 
acts of creation to six days, and refrained 
from creating on the seventh day, and we 
are commanded to do the same.

In regard to the Mishkan: The Zohar 
explains that the Mishkan was olam katan, 
a miniature world. Its components were 
culled from, and embodied, the totality 
of the physical and spiritual worlds. The 
blue-dyed wool, for example, represent-
ed the heavens; the cedar beams came 
from trees; and the outer tapestries were 
made from animal skins. In other words, 
the total representation and participa-
tion of the entire world was considered 
necessary for the Mishkan—for it is only 
through bringing them together and 
unifying the entire array of Hashem’s 
vast Creation that the highest form of 
Hashem’s service can be successfully 
carried out.

Now we can also understand why 
the construction of the Mishkan did 

not override observing Shabbos. Since 
the Mishkan was patterned on the world, 
which was created in six days, we may 
appreciate that, however lofty its pur-
pose, the Mishkan could only be built 
during the six days of the week which 
correspond to the six days of Creation. 

On Shabbos, a person’s energies 
are, in fact, devoted to something even 
greater.

On Shabbos we are commanded to 
rest, as Hashem did during Creation. 
To define this idea of “rest,” we must 
look at the creation of the Mishkan, a 
miniature world, to see which acts are 
essential for Creation. Once we know 
what those acts are, we may infer which 
acts Hashem used to create the larger, 

“real” world. By refraining from those 
activities on Shabbos, we refrain from 
acts which are vital to creating the world.

Yet the question remains: Why is this 
so important? 

The purpose of building the Mishkan 
was to maintain the connection to the 
Divine that the Jews achieved at Mount 
Sinai—i.e., the same level that Adam 
had before he sinned.

There is a slight difference between 
the Jews at Mount Sinai and Adam be-
fore the sin—Adam lived in a world to-
tally untainted by sin! He was in a state 
that allowed for perfect spiritual growth. 
The Jews at Mount Sinai, however, lived 
in a time when the world had already 
been spiritually damaged by sin. Once 
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Adam had sinned, the Evil Inclination 
became part of man’s very being. The 
world changed. It went from being one in 
which man would immediately recognize 
the inherent Godliness in every cre-
ation, to one in which man immediately 
viewed every object with selfishness; he 
first saw the potential to do evil with a 
given object—a selfish desire to please 
only himself and sate his own selfish 
desires, instead of pleasing his Creator. 

In order to return to the conditions 
that Adam enjoyed before his sin, the 
world needed to be perfected. This, 
in a nutshell, is a Jew’s mission in life: 
elevating the world by utilizing every 
aspect of it to serve Hashem. However, 
each individual is limited, by his specific 
situation, in how far he may reach into 
this world to perfect it. For example, a 
doctor may bring sanctity into the world 
in an aspect that he specifically touches, 
which an accountant does not and can-
not—and vice versa. 

The means that every Jew has, or at 
least once had, of touching every aspect 
of the world, was via the service in the 
Mishkan, for the Mishkan itself served as 
a microcosm of the world, a totality of 
both the physical and spiritual worlds. 
Through his service there, a Jew would 
touch the entire array of the world’s vast 
qualities, enabling them all to reach a 
degree of holiness.

The one aspect of the world that 
Adam did not affect with his sin was…
Shabbos! Shabbos is known as mei’ein 
olam haba, a microcosm of the World to 
Come. During the six days of the “work 
week,” Adam’s sin forces us to work, in 
a sense, to recreate the world as Hashem 
originally did—infused with sanctity. We 
do this by actively improving the world, 
by using it for holy purposes. On Shab-
bos, however, we don’t work toward this 
goal, for Shabbos is a time when Hashem 
grants us the gift of closeness. Shabbos 
is not a time when holiness must be 
actively pursued; rather, it merely needs 
to be realized and absorbed. 

The World to Come, and by exten-
sion, Shabbos, were not affected by 
Adam’s sin. Thus the creative actions 
that we must perform to improve the 
world and bring it closer to Hashem—
via the buliding of the Mishkan—didn’t 
need to be done on Shabbos. Shabbos is 
not a time to reach Hashem by physical 
means.It’s an occasion for us to focus on 
and utilize the gift of Divine closeness 
that Hashem grants on that day. 
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