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Teacher’s Guide

Jews worldwide drink four cups of wine at their Pesach (Passover) Seder.

In this Thinking Gemara shiur, we will take an insider’s look at this popular mitzvah 
by learning several Talmudic discussions relating to it. We will approach this analysis 
by asking some fundamental practical questions about how to properly fulfill the 
mitzvah of drinking the Four Cups. Examining these questions – with the help of 
some major Talmudic thinkers – will help us uncover the conceptual foundations of 
this mitzvah. 

Our hope is that familiarizing ourselves with key sources about the Four Cups and 
the ideas underlying them will enrich our Seder night experience.

The following are some of the key questions this shiur will deal with:

•	 Why do we drink four cups of wine on Passover night?

•	 What is the relationship between the Four Cups and the rest of Seder night? 

•	 Who must drink the cups?

•	 How much must be drunk?

•	 Can you fulfill your obligation by drinking four cups of grape juice?

Section I. Who Drinks the Arba’ah Kosot, the Four Cups?

	 Case 1. Distributing Pesach Food to Chicago’s Jewish Poor 

Section II. How Must the Four Cups Be Drunk?

	 Case 2. Four Cups in a Row

Section III. How Much of the Four Cups Must Be Drunk?

	 Case 3. Great-Great-Grandfather’s Giant Goblet

Section IV. Which Beverage is Drunk for the Four Cups?

	 Case 4. A Pre-Pesach Visit to a Jerusalem Boutique Wine Store

Halachic Conclusions 

Afterword: Biblical Hints for the Four Cups

Thinking Gemara Series: Arba’ah Kosot

Arba’ah Kosot 
The Four Cups of Wine
of the Passover Seder
Pesachim 108b

KEY  
QUESTIONS

CLASS 
OUTLINE

Note: This shiur is not intended as a source of practical halachic (legal) rulings.  
            For matters of halachah, please consult a qualified posek (rabbi).
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This is how Pesachim 108b looks in the classic editions of the Talmud. 
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Who Drinks the Arba’ah Kosot, the Four Cups?

Case 1.  Distributing Pesach Food to Chicago’s Jewish Poor 

Amy is one of five decision-makers on the board of Project Tikva, a new organization 
geared at addressing the needs of Chicago’s seriously impoverished Jewish families. 
Adam, of the planning staff, handed her a document for approval, listing the contents 
of each family’s Seder Night package. She started to make some calculations to make 
sure that the supplies allotted to each family were sufficient. 

Everything checked out – matzah, charoset, bitter herbs, etc. But when she took a 
second glance, something caught her eye. Every box included one 375 ml. bottle of 
wine (roughly 12.7 ounces). If, she figured, the minimal amount for each cup of wine 
is three ounces, four cups come to twelve ounces. “Adam,” she said, “Did you plan on 
each family getting four cups of wine?” 

“Yes, exactly – and the 375 ml. bottles work out just right,” replied Adam.

“This is not so simple; we have some families with five, six, seven, or eight members. 
Even one couple would need twenty-four ounces of wine, two bottles.”

“Oh, I just figured that each family needs the four cups. We should probably consult 
with Rabbi Margolis on this one.”

Before we hear from Rabbi Margolis – what do you think?

How many cups of wine must an entire family drink on Pesach night? Does one 
family member drink the four cups on behalf of everyone, or does each 
person drink his own four cups?

Can you back up your approach with a rationale?

Rabbi Margolis’s answer went as follows:

This issue – whether each individual or each family needs four cups of wine – is 
dealt with in a classical analytical Torah essay about the Seder night, written by 
the “Brisker Rav,” Rabbi Yitzchak Zev (Velvel) Soloveitchik, of blessed memory 
(Volozhin, Lithuania 1886 – Jerusalem, Israel 1959). He dissects a similar debate to 
that of Adam and Amy – the dispute between two of the greatest voices in Jewish 
intellectual history, the Rambam and the Tosafot. 

The discussion opens with a quote from the Mishnah:

1. Mishnah Pesachim 99b – How much wine do we distribute to the poor for the 
Seder night?

Even a poor Israelite should not eat without 
reclining. And they should not [give] him less 
than four cups of wine, even [coming] from the 
community food distribution.

וַאֲפִלּוּ עָנִי שֶׁבְּיִשְׂרָאֵל לֹא 
יֹאכַל עַד שֶׁיָּסֵב. וְלֹא יִפְחֲתוּ לוֹ 

מֵאַרְבַּע כּוֹסוֹת שֶׁל יַיִן, וַאֲפִלּוּ מִן 
הַתַּמְחוּי.

SECTION I
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Which of these approaches – Adam’s (one set of four cups per family) or Amy’s (four 
cups for every individual) – does this Mishnah seem to support?

The implications of this Mishnah are not clear: Is the “poor Israelite” mentioned in 
the Mishnah the representative of his family (as Adam would say), or do the words 
“they should not give him” refer to each and every poor individual (as Amy would 
say)? Does each poor family receive four cups from the community food distribution 
(the tamchuy; see Mishnah Pe’ah 5:7), or does each individual?

Tosafot presents both positions; one seems more compelling logically, and the other 
has textual support from another passage.

2.  Tosafot Pesachim 99b “Lo Yifchitu Lo Me’arba Kosot”– How many cups does 
each poor family receive?

The text of the Mishnah seems somewhat to imply 
that we do not give to the poor man’s children 
and household – only to him [assuming that the 
Mishnah’s “give him” refers to the one family 
representative], and through his drinking they all 
fulfill their obligation. This makes sense logically: 
For what is the difference between the Four Cups 
and Kiddush the rest of the year where one person 
makes Kiddush on behalf of everyone?… 

Nevertheless, there is a passage in the Gemara 
(Pesachim 108b) implying that every individual 
needs four cups, for we learn: “‘Everyone is obligated 
in these four cups, both women and children.’ Said 
Rabbi Yehudah, ‘What use do children have with 
wine?’” This source implies that according to the 
first opinion [the rabbis that Rabbi Yehudah differs 
with], even children need [their own] cups. You 
could defer this proof by saying that when it says 
they are obligated it means that they must hear 
the blessing over the four cups, because of mitzvah 
education. Yet, it seems proper to act stringently and 
require four cups for each person.  

מִוֹתּךְ הַלָּוֹשׁן מַשְׁמַע קְצָת 
 שֶׁאֵין נוֹתְנִין לְבָנָיו וְלִבְנֵי בֵיתוֹ 

כִּי אִם לְעַצְמוֹ וְהוּא מוֹצִיא 
 אֶת וּכּלָם בְּשֶׁוֹלּ. וּסְבָרָא הוּא: 

דְּמַאי שְׁנָא אַרְבַּע כּוֹסוֹת 
 מִקִּדּשׁוּ דְּכָל הַשָּׁנָה שֶׁאֶחָד 

מוֹצִיא אֶת וּכּלָם ... 

וּמִיהוּ בַּגְמָרָא מַשְׁמַע שֶׁצָרִיךְ 
כָּל אֶחָד אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת, דְּקָתָּנִי 

)פסחים קח:( “’הַכֹּל חַיָּיבִין 
בְּאַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת אֶחָד נָשִׁים 
 וְאֶחָד תִּינוֹקוֹת.’ אָמַר רַבִּי 

 יְהוּדָה, ‘מַה וֹתּעֶלֶת לְתִינוֹקוֹת 
בְּיָיִן?”  מַשְׁמַע דְּלְתַּנָא קַמָא 

צָרִיךְ וֹכּס אַף לְתִינוֹקוֹת. 
וְיֵּשׁ לִדְחוֹת דְּחַיָּיבִין לִשְׁמוֹעַ 
 בִּרְכַּת אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת קָאָמַר, 

וּמִשּׁוּם חִנּוּךְ. וְנִרְאֶה לְהַחְמִיר 
וּלְהַצְרִיךְ אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת לְכָל 

אֶחָד.

[Note: For an in-depth discussion of this passage in Tosafot see Rabbi Dovid Cohen 
shlita’s article on the Four Cups in Yeshurun Vol. 22, pp. 628-636.]

Although Tosafot writes that one should be stringent and require four cups for each 
person, Tosafot’s basic position is that one cup is sufficient for the entire family. Just 
as a single cup is enough for an entire family to fulfill the mitzvah of Kiddush, the 
same should be true for the Four Cups. 

The Rambam clearly differs with this approach:
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3. Rambam (Maimonides), Mishneh Torah Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:7 – What 
does the mitzvah of the Four Cups entail?

Therefore when a person eats the meal of this 
night, he must eat and drink reclining in the 
manner of free men. And each and every person, 
whether man or woman, is obligated to drink 
on this night four cups of wine – no less. Even 
a poor person subsisting on charity must drink 
no less than four cups – each one measuring a 
quarter log (three oz., or eighty-six ml.).

לְפִיכָךְ כְּשֶׁסּוֹעֵד אָדָם בַּלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה, 
צָרִיךְ לֶאֱכֹל וְלִשְׁתּוֹת וְהוּא מֵסֵב 
דֶּרֶךְ חֵרוּת.  וְכָל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד, בֵּין 

אֲנָשִׁים בֵּין נָשִׁים, חַיָּב לִשְׁתּוֹת 
בַּלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה, אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת שֶׁל 

יַיִן--אֵין פּוֹחֲתִין מֵהֶן; וַאֲפִלּוּ עָנִי 
הַמִּתְפַּרְנֵס מִן הַצְּדָקָה, לֹא יִפְחֲתוּ 

לוֹ מֵאַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת:  שִׁעוּר כָּל כּוֹס 
מֵהֶן, רְבִיעִית.

According to the Rambam, the mitzvah is clearly for each individual to drink four 
cups of wine on the Seder night. Tosafot’s basic approach is that all those attending 
can fulfill the mitzvah by means of a single cup, so that only four cups are required 
for the entire evening. According to the Rambam, however, a five-person Seder 
would require a grand total of twenty cups of wine for the evening.

What is at the basis of Tosafot’s analogy between Kiddush and the Four Cups? 

Does the Rambam differ?

This comment by Tosafot (“For what is the difference between the Four Cups 
and Kiddush the rest of the year where one person makes Kiddush on behalf 
of everyone?”) probably prompted the Brisker Rav to ask a very broad but 
extremely basic question about the Four Cups: “Are the Four Cups of Seder night 
conceptually identical to the cups of wine we drink together with other mitzvot 
(like a wedding or Kiddush), or are they unique?”

Jews often say: “A wise man’s question is half an answer” (an expression attributed 
to the great Spanish poet Rabbi Shlomo Ibn Gabirol). By asking this one key 
question about the Four Cups of the Seder night, the Brisker Rav unlocked the 
conceptual basis of a cluster of disputes between the Rambam and Tosafot.

He suggests that the Rambam and Tosafot argue about the answer to this question, 
and their dispute plays itself out in four separate issues – the question of who has 
to drink (our issue), and also the questions of how to drink, how much to drink, and 
what to drink.

Tosafot’s Approach

In order to understand Tosafot’s approach, we must first introduce the halachic 
concept of a “cup of blessing,” kos shel berachah.

When are we obligated to drink wine along with a mitzvah? List as 
many as you know.

We drink a cup of wine: 
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a. with Kiddush and Havdalah (service that concludes Shabbat); 

b. after Birkat Hamazon (blessing after meals);

c. at a wedding when the groom betroths his bride by giving her a ring; 

d. at Sheva Berachot (the seven blessings – the blessing over wine and an additional 
six) said under the canopy at a wedding and at festive meals the week after a 
wedding;

e. at a Brit Milah (circumcision); and

f. at a Pidyon Haben (redemption of the first born).

Each of these cups of wine is a rabbinic decree (though there is an opinion that wine 
for Kiddush is of biblical origin) referred to as a kos shel berachah, a cup of blessing. 

4. The Steinsaltz Reference Guide, p. 203 – What is a “cup of blessing”?

Kiddush, Grace after Meals ( ) or the marriage blessings ( ) are 
c(3 or 5 oz.*) of wine. Among the 

regulations applying to this cup are that it must be rinsed before use and that it 
must be full. It is customary for those present to drink from this wine after the 
blessings are recited.

*Opinions about the modern equivalent of the Talmud’s revi’it – literally, a quarter 
(of a log measure) - range from 86 ml (the custom of Yerushalayim, roughly three 
ounces) to 150 ml (the Chazon Ish’s approach, roughly five ounces).

In each of the above instances a cup of wine accompanies a special blessing – 
praising Him for Shabbat, the marriage, the brit milah, or over our meal (some recite 
a special blessing over wine for a pidyon haben, too). 

Two reasons are given for saying these blessings over a cup of wine:

5. She’iltot deRav Achai Gaon, Section 54 – Reason #1: The cup of blessing was 
inspired by the Levite’s singing during the wine libation. 

What is the reason for saying it (Kiddush) over 
wine? It is because Rabbi Shmuel son of Nachmani 
quoted Rabbi Yonatan as follows: What is the 
source that [the Levites] only sing their praises 
during the wine [libation in the Temple]? For it 
says, “And the grape vine said to them, ‘I have 

 

withheld my wine, that brings joy to God and 
men.’” (Shoftim/Judges 9:13) We can understand 
that wine brings joy to men, who drink it, but how 
does it bring joy to God? It is through song. Based 

What song is this? – that sung during the libations.
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Just as the Levites sang in the Temple during the wine libation brought as an 
offering, so we hold a cup of wine as we sing praises to God. (We cannot sing as we 
drink it, but we hold the cup during the praises, then drink immediately afterwards.)

Another reason is noted by the Levush (Orach Chaim 182:1). 

6. Levush, Orach Chaim 182:1 – Reason #2: It brings honor to God to praise him 
while lifting up a cup of wine.

You already know that for most of the blessings 
the Sages instituted, they also enacted that they 
be recited over a cup [of wine]. For it is honorable 
and praiseworthy for the Blessed One’s praise 
and blessing to be said with a cup of wine in 
hand. This is as the verse says (Tehillim/Psalms 
116:13): “I lift up the cup of salvations, and I 
call out in the name of God.” Also, based on the 
Kabbalah there is a great secret in this matter.

 כְּבָר יָדַעְתָּ שֶׁבְּרוֹב הַבְּרָכוֹת 
שֶׁתִּקְנוּ חֲכָמֵינוּ זִכְרוֹנָם לִבְרָכָה 
תִּקְנוּם לְסַדְּרָם עַל הַוֹכּס, מִפְּנֵי 

שֶׁהוּא דֶּרֶךְ כָּבוֹד וּשְׁבַח נָאֶה 
לְסַדֵּר כֵּן שִׁבְחוֹ וּבִרְכָתוֹ יִתְבָּרַךְ 
עִם הַוֹכּס שֶׁבְּיָדוֹ, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁאָמַר 
הַכָּתוּב ]תְּהִלִּים קטז, יג[ “כּוֹס 

יְשׁוּעוֹת אֶשָּׂא וּבְשֵׁם ה’ אֶקְרָא.” 
גַּם עַל פִּי הַקַּבָּלָה יֵשׁ וֹבּ סוֹד גָּדוֹל.

The Brisker Rav’s question is thus: “Should the Four Cups of Seder night be added to 
our list of ‘cups of blessing’?”

Tosafot answers (according to the Brisker Rav) – “Yes!” Tosafot sees the Four Cups 
as “cups of blessing,” and therefore compares them to other cups of blessing such 
as Kiddush.

To support this approach, let us take a look at our Haggadah. When do we drink the 
Four Cups?

The first is drunk after the blessing of Kiddush, praising God over choosing the 
People of Israel and giving us His holidays.

The second is drunk after the blessing (Asher Ge’alanu) that closes the Maggid 
section, where, after telling the story of the Exodus, we praise God for redeeming us.

The third is drunk after the blessing over the meal (Birkat Hamazon), praising God 
over the food he gives us, over the land of Israel and Jerusalem.

The fourth is drunk after the blessing that closes the Hallel, the chapters of Psalms 
recited in order to praise God for the Exodus from Egypt.

Each one of the Four Cups thus fits the classic mold of a “cup of blessing.” We 
raise our cups as we recite these blessings of praise, and then we drink. Our Sages 
enacted that the four blessings of Seder Night are each accompanied by a cup of 
wine, just as the blessing is said with a cup of wine for Shabbat Kiddush and (though 
not obligatory) often after Birkat Hamazon. On Pesach night we praise God with 
raised cups four times. 

It follows according to Tosafot that just as on every Shabbat of the year one member 
of the household can make Kiddush over a cup of wine by which all those present 
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fulfill their obligations, so the same is true for the Four Cups of Seder Night (one cup 
for Kiddush, and another three cups). 

The Rambam’s Approach

What does the Rambam say about this? Aren’t the Four Cups considered “cups of 
blessing,” as claimed by Tosafot (according to the Brisker Rav)?

The Brisker Rav explains: The Rambam agrees that the Four Cups are also four cups 
of blessing. Yet, Rambam holds that there is a second aspect of the Four Cups – 
drinking four cups of wine to celebrate our freedom. 

Just like everyone at the Seder has a mitzvah to eat matzah and marror, so they all 
have a mitzvah to drink four cups of wine.

7. Rambam, Mishnah Torah Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:10 – Each of the Four Cups 
is a “cup of blessing.”

One makes a separate blessing (borei pri 
hagafen) over each of these Four Cups. And 
over the first cup we say Kiddush; over the 
second we read the Haggadah; over the third 
cup we recite Birkat Hamazon; over the 
fourth cup we finish the Hallel and make the 
Birkat Hashir.

כָּל כּוֹס וְכוֹס מֵאַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת הָאֵלּוּ, 
מְבָרֵךְ עָלָיו בְּרָכָה בִּפְנֵי עַצְמוֹ.  וְכוֹס 
רִאשׁוֹן, אוֹמֵר עָלָיו קִדּוּשׁ הַיּוֹם; כּוֹס 

שֵׁנִי, קוֹרֵא עָלָיו אֶת הַהַגָּדָה; כּוֹס 
שְׁלִישִׁי, מְבָרֵךְ עָלָיו בִּרְכַּת הַמָּזוֹן; כּוֹס 

רְבִיעִי, גּוֹמֵר עָלָיו אֶת הַהַלֵּל, וּמְבָרֵךְ 
עָלָיו בִּרְכַּת הַשִּׁיר.

According to the Rambam there are two components to the Four Cups: drinking four 
cups to express our freedom, and structuring our Seder over four cups of blessing. 
Drinking wine, just as reclining, expresses freedom; having a cup of wine present 
at Kiddush and the other blessings of the night is “singing a song over wine” (as 
modeled after the Levite song sung during the wine libations of the Temple service).

This approach has its roots in the wording of the Gemara:

8. Mishnah and Gemara, Pesachim 117b – The Four Cups have two functions: cups 
of blessing and expressions of our freedom.

Mishnah: [After they have] poured him a third 
cup, he makes a blessing over his meal (Birkat 
Hamazon). [They pour him] a fourth, and he 
finishes the Hallel over it and says over it the 
Blessing of the Song [the Gemara later identifies
this blessing]…Gemara: Said Rav Chanan
to Rava, “[Can we] conclude from here that
Birkat Hamazon [in general, not just on Pesach
Night] must be followed with a cup of wine?” 
He replied, “The rabbis decreed four cups as an 
expression of freedom. We do a mitzvah together 
with each one [of the cups].”

משנה: מָזְגוּ לוֹ כּוֹס שְׁלִישִׁי, מְבָרֵךְ 
עַל מְזוֹנוֹ. רְבִיעִי, גּוֹמֵר עָלָיו אֶת 

הַלֵּל, וְאוֹמֵר עָלָיו בִּרְכַּת הַשִּׁיר ... 
גמרא: אָמַר לֵיהּ רַב חָנָן לְרָבָא, 

“שְׁמַע מִינָהּ בִּרְכַּת הַמָּזוֹן טְעוּנָה 
וֹכּס.” אָמַר לֵיהּ, “אַרְבַּע כָּסֵי תִּקְנוּ 

רַבָּנָן דֶּרֶךְ חֵירוּת. כָּל חַד וְחַד נַעֲבִיד 
בֵּיהּ מִצְוָה.”
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First of all, each of the four cups is a “cup of blessing” associated with a mitzvah: the 
first with Kiddush; the second with the Haggadah – telling the story of the Exodus 
from Egypt; the third with Birkat Hamazon; and the fourth with Hallel. Each of these 
mitzvot involves a blessing, and the blessing is recited over a cup of wine.

However, drinking four cups of wine is also an expression of freedom, irrespective of 
the blessings themselves. 

This is also brought out by a passage in the Talmud Yerushalmi:

9. Talmud Yerushalmi, Pesachim 10:1 – What do the Four Cups hint at?

From where [in Tanach] do we find an allusion to 
the Four Cups [that the Sages enacted]? 
Rabbi Yochanan said, quoting Rabbi Benayah, 
that they correspond to the four stages of 
redemption: “Therefore tell the Children of Israel 
I am God and I took you out…and I saved you…
and redeemed you…and took you to me as a 
nation” (Shemot/Exodus 6:6-7).

מִנַּיִין לְאַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת? 

רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן בְּשֵׁם ר’ ר’ בְּנָיָה כְּנֶגֶד 
אַרְבַּע גְּאוּלוֹת: “לָכֵן אֱמֹר לִבְנֵי 
יִשְׂרָאֵל אֲנִי ה’ וְהוֹצֵאתִי אֶתְכֶם 

... וְלָקַחְתִּי אֶתְכֶם לִי לְעָם...” 
)שמות ו:ו-ז( וְהוֹצֵאתִי וְהִצַּלְתִּי 

וְגָאַלְתִּי וְלָקַחְתִּי.

To summarize, according to the Tosafot the Four Cups are essentially cups of 
blessing. The Rambam agrees with this, but adds that there is an additional 
component to the mitzvah – drinking four cups as an expression of freedom. The 
Brisker Rav explains that these two approaches manifest themselves in four different 
areas: who has to drink (each individual or one person on behalf of the entire 
household), how the cups must be drunk, how much must be drunk, and what must 
be drunk. These additional topics will be the subjects of the next three sections. 

•	 The mitzvah of Four Cups must be performed by all, even the poor. Communities 
provide special food distributions for the poor before Passover, and they include 
the Four Cups. 

•	 The Rambam clearly states that every individual must drink four cups on the 
Seder Night – so every poor family would have to receive enough wine for 
each individual. According to the first approach of Tosafot, however, each poor 
family receives just four cups of wine, even if there are a number of adults in the 
household. 

•	 The Brisker Rav analyzes their dispute and suggests that a major conceptual 
difference in their respective approaches to the Four Cups underlies the 
difference of opinion.

•	 Tosafot, he says, view the Four Cups simply as four “cups of blessing.” Cups of 
blessing – like the cup that accompanies Kiddush or Birkat Hamazon – enhance 
our praises to God; we sing out to God with a cup of wine in hand. Just as one 
family member can make Kiddush on a normal Shabbat and others thereby fulfill 

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
I
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their obligation, so, too, the entire household can fulfill their obligation of the 
Four Cups through one of the family members.

•	 The Rambam, on the other hand, holds that besides the Four Cups serving as 
four cups of blessing, there is an independent and unique mitzvah on Seder 
night of drinking four cups of wine to express our freedom. Every individual 
must drink four cups, just as every individual must eat matzah. This mitzvah 
cannot be fulfilled through anyone else.

How Must the Four Cups Be Drunk?

We must precede our next case with a comment about Talmudic methodology. In 
order to understand the fundamental concepts of a halachah, the Talmud often 
inquires about a case that highlights the particular issue at hand – even if the case 
occurs only rarely. Sometimes a ruling in an extreme case, specially crafted to test 
different understandings of a halachah, can reveal its key principles. The following is 
an example of an unusual case, which can serve to sharpen our understanding of the 
mitzvah of the Four Cups.

How do you think the Tosafot and the Rambam (based on the Brisker 
Rav’s analysis as presented above) would each rule about the 
following case?

Case 2. Four Cups in a Row

What if someone sat down on Seder Night and just drank four cups of wine, one after 
the other? Does he fulfill the mitzvah of the Four Cups?

Who would do such a thing? It could be a person who wanted to do something 
significant in honor of the Seder Night but did not have a Haggadah – so he decided 
to eat some matzah and drink four cups of wine. It could also be someone with 
limited time that evening but wanted to fulfill the mitzvot of the Seder in a minimal 
way – for instance, someone caring for an ailing relative or dealing with emergency 
situations (a policeman, ambulance driver, soldier, surgeon in an emergency room, 
etc.). 

Here is a passage from the Gemara that addresses whether or not one can drink the 
Four Cups consecutively. We will see how the Tosafot understands the passage, and 
then how the Rambam records it in his Mishneh Torah.

10. Pesachim 108b – What if someone drinks the Four Cups one after the other?

If someone drank them all at once: Rav said that 
he has fulfilled [the requirement of] “wine,” but 
has not fulfilled the requirement of Four Cups. 

שְׁתָאָן בְּבַת אַחַת: רַב אָמַר יְדֵי יַיִן 
יָצָא יְדֵי אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת לֹא יָצָא. 

What is the requirement of “wine” independent of the requirement of the Four 
Cups?

SECTION II 
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Tosafot gives an interesting explanation:

11. Tosafot Pesachim 108b “Yedei Yayin Yatza” – What is the requirement of 
“wine”?

“He has fulfilled the requirement of ‘wine.’” 
The explanation of this is that he fulfills the 
requirement of being joyous on the holiday. [The 
reason this needed to be emphasized is that] you 
might have mistakenly thought that you do not 
fulfill the requirement of being joyous on the 
holiday unless you did it in the context of the 
Four Cups. 

 יְדֵי יַיִן יָצָא – פֵּירשׁוּ: יְדֵי שִׂמְחַת 
יוֹם טוֹב. דְּסַלְקָא דַּעְתָּךְ הוֹאִיל 
וְתִקְּנוּ ד’ וֹכּסוֹת, לֹא נָפִיק מִידֵי 

שִׂמְחַת יוֹם טוֹב אֶלָּא אִם כֵּן יָצָא 
יְדֵי אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת:

According to the Tosafot, the Gemara here teaches that someone who drinks four 
cups of wine one after the other does not fulfill the mitzvah of the Four Cups. 
However, he has enhanced his joy of the holiday through drinking wine, which is a 
separate mitzvah, as we see in the following source:

12. Pesachim 109a  – Wine is an important component of rejoicing on the holidays.

The Rabbis learned: A person is obligated to bring 
joy to his children and household on the holiday, 
for it is said (Devarim/Deuteronomy 16:14), “You 
should rejoice on your holiday.” By which means 
should he bring them joy? Through wine. Rabbi 
Yehudah says: Men [should rejoice] with that which 
is appropriate to them, and women with that which 
is appropriate to them. Men with that which is 
appropriate to them: with wine. With what should 
women rejoice? Rav Yosef quoted a teaching: In 
Babylonia women should rejoice with colorful 
garments, and in the Land of Israel with well-ironed 
linen garments. We learn: Rabbi Yehudah son of 
Beteira says, “In the times when the Temple stood, 
joy was only attained through the meat [of sacrifices], 
for it says (Devarim 27:7), ‘Slaughter peace offerings 
and eat them there, and rejoice before Hashem your 
God.’ Now that the Temple is not standing, rejoicing 
is only with wine, for it says (Tehillim 104:16), 
‘Wine brings joy to the heart of man.’”

תָּנוּ רַבָּנָן: חַיָּיב אָדָם לְשַׂמֵּחַ 
בָּנָיו וּבְנֵי בֵּיתוֹ בָּרֶגֶל, שֶׁנֶאֱמַר 

)דְּבָרִים טז:יד(, “וְשָׂמַחְתָּ 
בְּחַגֶּךָ.” בַּמָה מְשַׂמְּחָם? בְּיַיִן. 

 רַבִּי יְהוּדָה אוֹמֵר אֲנָשִׁים 
 בָּרָאוּי לָהֶם, וְנָשִׁים בָּרָאוּי 
לָהֶן. אֲנָשִׁים בָּרָאוּי לָהֶם: 

 בְּיַיִן. וְנָשִׁים בְּמַאי? תָּנִי רַב 
יוֹסֵף: בְּבָבֶל בְּבִגְדֵי צִבְעוֹנִין, 
בְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּבִגְדֵי פִּשְׁתָּן 
מְגוֹהָצִין. תַּנְיָא: רַבִּי יְהוּדָה 

בֶּן בְּתֵירָא אוֹמֵר, בִּזְמַן שֶׁבֵּית 
הַמִּקְדָּשׁ קַיָּים אֵין שִׂמְחָה 

אֶלָּא בְּבָשָׂר, שֶׁנֶאֱמַר )דברים 
כז:ז(, “וְזָבַחְתָּ שְׁלָמִים 

וְאָכַלְתָּ שָׁם וְשָׂמַחְתָּ לִפְנֵי ה’ 
אֱלֹקֶיךָ,” וְעַכְשָׁיו, שֶׁאֵין בֵּית 

הַמִּקְדָּשׁ קַיָּים, אֵין שִׂמְחָה 
אֶלָּא בְּיַיִן שֶׁנֶאֱמַר )תהלים 

 קד:טז(, “וְיַיִן יְשַׂמַּח לְבַב 
אֱנשׁוֹ.”

Drinking four cups of wine in a row brings joy, but, says the Gemara, it is not a 
fulfillment of the Four Cups. If a person has drunk four cups of wine, why do we say 
that he has not fulfilled his obligation of the Four Cups of Seder night? Apparently, 
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Tosafot maintains that the mitzvah of the Four Cups involves more than just drinking 
four cups of wine on Seder Night. What is this additional aspect? 

The answer is connected with Tosafot’s approach to the Four Cups: They have to be 
four cups of blessing. If each one of the cups is not attached to one of the blessings 
praising God on Seder night – the first cup to Kiddush, the second to the blessing 
after the story of the Exodus, the third to Birkat Hamazon and the fourth to Hallel – 
they are not four cups of blessing, and he has not fulfilled the mitzvah of the Four 
Cups.

What does the Rambam say about one who drank four cups one after the other?

13. Rambam, Mishnah Torah Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:9 – Someone who drinks 
four consecutive cups. 

If someone drank four cups poured at once, he 
fulfilled the requirement of [expressing] “Freedom,” 
but did not fulfill the requirement of “Four Cups.”

שָׁתָה אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת מְזוּגִין 
בְּבַת אַחַת – יָצָא יְדֵי חֵרוּת, 
וְלֹא יָצָא יְדֵי אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת.

As explained above, the Rambam holds that there is an independent component of 
the mitzvah of Four Cups: to drink four cups of wine on the Seder night in order to 
express our freedom. If someone drank four cups of wine one after the other, but 
did not attach each of them to the appropriate blessing, he succeeded in fulfilling 
the “freedom” component but has not fulfilled the “cups of blessing” component. 

[Note: Some suggest that the actual text of the Gemara (in Source 10) that the 
Rambam saw was different than that of the Tosafot. According to the Rambam’s 
text, instead of “he fulfills the requirement of ‘wine,’” it said “he fulfills the 
requirement of ‘freedom.’” In other words, there might be a textual base for the 
dispute between the Rambam and Tosafot.]

In contrast with the Rambam’s approach, Tosafot holds (as we saw above in Source 
11) that drinking four cups in a row merely fulfills the mitzvah of being joyous on 
the holiday of Pesach, but has accomplished nothing at all in connection with the 
Four Cups. The Four Cups are “cups of blessing.” They only have meaning when 
connected with the four readings and blessings of Seder Night.
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Let us summarize what we have learned about Tosafot’s and the Rambam’s 
positions:

Tosafot Rambam

How is the mitzvah of 
the Four Cups defined?

Have four “cups of 
blessing” attached to 
four mitzvot of the 
Seder night.

Have four “cups of 
blessing” and drink 
four cups of wine to 
express our freedom.

CASE

Who needs to drink 
the Four Cups: the 
household head or each 
person?

All might be able to 
fulfill their obligation 
through the head of 
the household.

Each individual must 
drink.

What have you 
accomplished if 
you drink four cups 
consecutively?

Rejoicing on the 
holiday.

Drinking four cups to 
express our freedom.

•	 The Gemara states that drinking four cups of wine one after the other is only a 
partial fulfillment of the mitzvah.

•	 Tosafot and the Rambam differ about what is accomplished by drinking four 
cups in a row, and what was is not.

•	 Tosafot maintains that by drinking four consecutive cups, one fulfills the 
general mitzvah of being joyous on the holiday. This is because the Four Cups 
are understood to be exclusively four “cups of blessing.” The first cup is over 
Kiddush, the second Haggadah, the third Birkat Hamazon, and the fourth Hallel. 
Disconnected from their appropriate blessing and mitzvot, the cups of wine do 
not fulfill the mitzvah of the Four Cups at all.

•	 The Rambam, on the other hand, holds that there are two aspects to the mitzvah 
of the Four Cups: a. Drinking four cups to express our freedom (derech cheirut); 
and b. Organizing the Seder over four “cups of blessing.” One who drinks four 
cups in a row fulfills the mitzvah of expressing freedom (aspect a.), but has not 
had four “cups of blessing” (aspect b.).

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
II
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How much of the Four Cups must be drunk?

Another issue, which has a very important practical implication, will deepen our 
analysis of the dispute still further. The question is: How much wine do you have to 
drink from each cup? Imagine the following:

Case 3. Great-Great-Grandfather’s Giant Goblet

A historic Kiddush cup has graced the tables of the Rappaport family for nine 
generations. Judaica experts have confirmed that it was crafted in the 1830s and is 
made of solid silver. The goblet is extremely large, holding nine ounces. 

What do you think? How much wine does Howie (Chaim) Rappaport, the present 
holder of the Kiddush cup, have to drink for each of the four cups? 

According to the Brisker Rav, the question revolves around a textual and practical 
difference between the approach of Tosafot and the Rambam. They differ in their 
explanation of the Talmudic passage dealing with how much wine must be drunk for 
the Four Cups.

14. Pesachim 108b – Can you give out wine to other family members?

If one gave to his children and household 
to drink, he has fulfilled his obligation. Rav 
Nachman son of Yitzchak said: This is providing 
that he drank most of the cup.

הִשְׁקָה מֵהֶן לְבָנָיו וְלִבְנֵי בֵיתוֹ יָצָא: 
אָמַר רַב נַחְמָן בַּר יִצְחָק וְהוּא 

דְּאִשְׁתֵּי רבָּוּא דְּכָסָא.

The simplest way to understand the words of the Gemara seems to be the 
Rambam’s:

15. Rambam, Mishneh Torah Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:9 – How much must you 
drink from each cup?

If one drank from each of the cups the majority [of 
its contents] he has fulfilled his obligation.

וְאִם שָׁתָה מִכָּל כּוֹס מֵהֶן רֻבּוֹ, 
יָצָא.

According to the Rambam, Howie Rappaport must drink over four and a half ounces 
of wine – the majority of nine ounces – from each of his four cups. How much should 
one drink according to Tosafot?

16. Tosafot Pesachim 108b “Ruba Dekasa”– How much of each cup does Tosafot 
hold one must drink?

Most of the cup – that is, a cheekful…However, 
ideally he should drink a quarter of a log (about 
three ounces or 86 ml).  

 רבָּוּא דְּכָסָא - הַיְינוּ כִּמְלֹא 
לוּגְמָיו ... וּמִיהוּ, לְכַתְּחִלָּה צָרִיךְ 

לִשְׁוֹתּת רְבִיעִית.

Tosafot understands that when the Talmud refers to the majority of the cup, it 
means the majority of a standard cup containing a revi’it – 3 ounces (according to 

SECTION III 
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the majority view; see Source 4 above), which is also referred to as a “cheekful.”

Thus, we find that the Rambam and Tosafot differ as to how much wine must be 
drunk from each of the four cups. According to the Rambam one must drink the 
majority of the cup’s contents – however large that particular cup is. But according 
to Tosafot a cheekful must be drunk. 

What is the conceptual basis of this difference of opinion and these two different 
readings of the expression “ruba dekasa” (majority of the cup) in the Talmud? The 
Brisker Rav, in the following passage, explains:

17. Chidushei Maran Riz Halevi al HaRambam, Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:9 – 
What is behind the dispute between Tosafot and the Rambam?

I heard from my father, my master and teacher, 
the great scholar and saint, of blessed memory…
that according to Tosafot even for the Four 
Cups, the main mitzvah is not drinking the 
cups, but the blessings over the cups. It is 
exactly like the Kiddush of all year round and 
other “cups of blessing”…So too, for the Four 
Cups, according to the letter of the law the 
amount that needs to be drunk is a cheekful, 
just like the cup of Kiddush…The same is true 
for all “cups of blessing”… 

However, the Rambam…maintains that the 
amount of a cheekful is specific to Kiddush 
(and to other “cups of blessing”). But with 
regards to the Four Cups, one must drink the 
actual majority of a cup, and not just a cheekful. 
This is also the approach of the Ramban 
(Nachmanides), quoted in the Beit Yosef and 
Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 472:9, who rules 
that even if the cup is large and holds a number 
of revi’it measures, one must drink the majority 
of that cup.

שָׁמַעְתִּי מֵאָבִי אֲדוֹנִי מוֹרִי וְרַבִּי 
הַגָּאוֹן זֵכֶר צַדִּיק לִבְרָכָה ... דִּסְבִירָא 

לֵיהּ לְהַוֹתּסָפוֹת דְּגַם אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת 
 אֵין עִיקָּר הַמִּצְוָה בִּשְׁתִיַית הַוֹכּסוֹת, 

רַק בְּהַבְּרָכוֹת שֶׁעַל הַוֹכּסוֹת וַהֲוֵי 
מַמָּשׁ דּוּגְמַת קִישׁוּדּ דְּכָל הַשָּׁנָה 
וְכָל וֹכּסוֹת שֶׁל בְּרָכָה ... גַּם גַּבֵּי 

אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת עִיקָּר שִׁיעוּר הַשְּׁתִיָּה 
 מִדִּינָא הוּא מְלֹא לוּגְמָיו כְּמוֹ גַּבֵּי 

וֹכּס שֶׁל קִישׁוּדּ ... וְהוּא הַדִּין בְּכָל 
וֹכּסוֹת שֶׁל בְּרָכָה ... 

אוּלָם הָרַמְבַּ”ם ... סְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּרַק 
 גַּבֵּי קִישׁוּדּ הוּא דַּהֲוֵי שִׁיעוּר 

טְעִימָתוֹ מְלֹא לוּגְמָיו, אַבָל גַּבֵּי 
אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת בָּעִינָן דַּוְקָא רבָּוּא 

דְּכָסָא וְלֹא מְלֹא לוּגְמָיו, וְכָךְ הוּא 
גַּם שִׁיטַת הָרַמְבַּ”ן הוּבְאָה בְּבֵית 

יוֹסֵף וְשֻׁלְחָן עָרוּךְ אוֹרַח חַיִים סִימָן 
תע”ב סְעִיף ט’ דְּגַם אִם הַוֹכּס גָּדוֹל 

 וּמַחֲזִיק כַּמָּה רְבִיעִיוֹת צָרִיךְ 
לִשְׁוֹתּת דַּוְקָא רוֹב הַוֹכּס.

According to Tosafot, as we have seen above, the Four Cups are no more than four 
standard “cups of blessing.” A “cup of blessing” need only be tasted from (the main 
goal is to enhance the praise of God through a cup of wine, and not to drink the 
contents of the cup). For purposes of tasting, a cheekful is sufficient. 

But according to the Rambam there is also a mitzvah to drink four cups of wine, 
thereby expressing our freedom. This demands actually drinking four entire cups of 
wine, and it is not enough to merely “taste” the cup. However, based on the general 
principle whereby the majority of a given entity can be considered as the whole 
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(“rubo kechulo”), it is sufficient to drink the majority of a cup. This must be done, 
even for a goblet as large as Howie Rappaport’s.

We can now add a new row to our chart:

Tosafot Rambam

How is the mitzvah of 
the Four Cups defined?

Have four “cups of 
blessing” attached to 
four mitzvot of the 
Seder night.

Have four “cups of 
blessing” and drink 
four cups of wine to 
express our freedom.

CASE

Who needs to drink 
the Four Cups: the 
household head or each 
person?

All might be able to 
fulfill their obligation 
through the head of 
the household.

Each individual must 
drink.

What have you 
accomplished if 
you drink four cups 
consecutively?

Rejoicing on the 
holiday.

Drinking four cups to 
express our freedom.

How much of the cup 
must you drink?

A cheekful. The majority of the 
cup.

•	 We saw two approaches to the Talmudic statement requiring drinking “most of 
the cup.”

•	 The Rambam takes the statement at face value, requiring that whatever size a 
person’s cup is, he or she must drink most of it. If his goblet was nine ounces, he 
must drink at least a little more than four and a half of them. This requirement – 
drinking the majority of each of the Four Cups – is unique in halachah, as is the 
obligation to drink four cups to express our freedom. 

•	 Tosafot, consistently understanding the Four Cups exclusively as four “cups of 
blessing,” understands this passage in the same light. The requirement for Seder 
Night’s Four Cups is identical to any other “cup of blessing” – the cup must be 
drunk, but there is not an actual mitzvah “to drink.” For the cup to be drunk, it is 
sufficient to drink a cheekful (melo lugmav). This is approximately the majority 
of a revi’it (see Source 4 above for the size of a revi’it; the majority of a revi’it is 
either 44 ml or 76 ml), though varying from person to person depending on the 
actual size of his cheek.

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
III
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Which Beverage is Drunk for the Four Cups?

The Brisker Rav discusses an additional practical ramification that might arise from 
the conceptual dispute between Tosafot and the Rambam. The issue relates to the 

Case 4. A Pre-Passover Trip to a Jerusalem Boutique Wine Store

Five of the PIE (Passover in Israel Experience) participants went on a pre-Passover 
expedition to Jerusalem’s Pri Hagafen boutique wine store. They gathered an 
impressive array of high-end Israeli wines – reds, whites, some dessert wines – and 
even a bottle of Kosher French Champagne. 

On their way out of the store, Sharie said: “Wait a second, we need to get a few 
bottles of grape juice! I want to be able to stay up the whole Seder Night – I bet a lot 
of us would. And I know Simon does not drink any wine at all.”

“This is not so simple,” said Miriam, “Who says you can drink anything other than wine 
for the Four Cups?”

Jason texted Rabbi Yanovitz: “G juice OK 4 4 cups?”

Rabbi Yanovitz: “Buy - long story – explain later.”

Before we hear what Rabbi Yanovitz said, think: Based on what we have learned 
until now, could you drink four cups of grape juice on the Seder Night and fulfill the 
mitzvah?

When the group returned to their hotel, Rabbi Yanovitz called for an impromptu 
shiur in the lounge. Here are the contents of his shiur:

Four Cups of Wine

First of all, let us begin by stating that the default beverage for the Four Cups is 
wine. It goes back to the Mishnah we opened with:

18. Mishnah Pesachim 99b – How much wine do we distribute to the poor for the 
Seder night?

And they should not [give] him less than 
four cups of wine, even [coming] from the 
community food distribution.

At first glance, this should be an open and shut case. Wine is fermented grape juice; 
if it is not both made of grapes and alcoholic, it should be invalid.

However, the picture is not so simple. Elsewhere, a Talmudic passage explicitly 
sanctions grape juice for Kiddush:

SECTION IV 

types of beverages that qualify for the Four Cups on Pesach night. This is the subject 
of Section IV.
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19. Bava Batra 97b – Can you use grape juice for Kiddush?

Said Rava: One can squeeze a cluster of 
grapes and say Kiddush over [the juice].

 אָמַר רָבָא: סוֹחֵט אָדָם אֶשְׁוֹכּל 
שֶׁל עֲנָבִים וְאוֹמֵר עָלָיו קִישׁוּדּ הַוֹיּם.

The Sages were less enthusiastic about using beverages other than wine or grape 
juice for Kiddush, unless wine was not available:

20. Pesachim 107a – Are beverages other than wine valid for Havdalah?

Mar Yanuka and Mar Kashisha son of Rav Chisda 
said to Rav Ashi: Once Ameimar visited our place 
and we did not have wine [for Havdalah after 
Shabbat]. We brought him beer, but he did not 
make Havdalah over it, and he went to sleep without 
eating [for it is forbidden to eat after Shabbat until 
making Havdalah]. The next day we made efforts 
and brought him wine, and he made Havdalah and 
then ate something. A year later he visited again, and 
once again we did not have wine. We brought before 
him beer, and he said, “If that is the case, this is the 
equivalent of wine in this country.” He then made 
Havdalah over it and ate something.

אַמְרֵי לֵיהּ מַר יְנוּקָא וּמַר 
קְשִׁישָׁא בְּרֵיהּ דְּרַב חִסְדָּא 

לְרַב אַשִׁי: זִימְנָא חֲדָא 
אִיקְלַע אַמֵימָר לְאַתְרִין וְלֹא 
 הַוָּה לָן חַמְרָא. אַיְיתִינָא לֵיהּ 

 שִׁיכְרָא וְלֹא אַבְדִּיל וּבָת 
טְוָות. לְמָחָר טָרַחְנָא 

וְאַיְיתִינָא לֵיהּ חַמְרָא וְאַבְדִּיל 
וְטָעַם מִידִי. לְשָׁנָה, וּתּ 

אִיקְלַע לְאַתְרִין לֹא הַוָּה לָן 
חַמְרָא. אַיְיתִינָא שִׁיכְרָא. 

 אָמַר: אִי הָכִי חֲמַר מְדִינָה 
הוּא אַבְדִּיל וְטָעִים מִידִי.

Although it is not ideal, other alcoholic beverages can be used for Havdalah (and for 
the daytime Kiddush, both of which are rabbinic obligations); they can only be used 
for Shabbat night Kiddush (which is a biblical obligation) in extreme circumstances 
(as the Talmud proceeds to discuss).

Should the same rules apply to the Four Cups? What do you think Tosafot and the 
Rambam would each say – especially based on the Brisker Rav’s foregoing analysis?

While the Gemara does not deal with grape juice or non-grape alcoholic beverages 
directly, it does discuss a related issue – drinking undiluted wine. One introductory 
note will help us understand the quote that opens our discussion.

Note: Diluting wine is a practice that has varied throughout history. Very few 
people nowadays dilute their wine before they drink it. Likewise, in biblical times, 
wine was not diluted (as the prophet calls out to his corrupt culture, “Your silver is 
full of impurities and סָבְאֵךְ מָהוּל בַּמָּיִם – your wine is diluted with water”). However, 
in Talmudic times, as in Greek and Roman times, wine was almost always diluted 
with water before drinking. There seems to have been a 180° turnabout on this 
issue; whereas it was then considered uncultured to drink undiluted wine, it is now 
considered uncultured to dilute wine. Furthermore, it is possible that during that 
period wine was made into an intense concentrate, and then diluted.
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21. Pesachim 108b – What if someone drank four cups of undiluted wine?

Said Rav Yehudah quoting Shmuel: These four cups 
must be well diluted. If he drank them undiluted, 
he has fulfilled his obligation…Rava said, “He has 
fulfilled his obligation of ‘wine,’ but not that of 
‘freedom.’”

אָמַר רַב יְהוּדָה אָמַר שְׁמוּאֵל: 
אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת הַלָּלוּ צָרִיךְ 
שֶׁיְהֵא בָּהֶן כְּדֵי מְזִיגַת וֹכּס 

יָפֶה. שְׁתָאָן חַי יָצָא ... אָמַר 
רָבָא יְדֵי יַיִן יָצָא, יְדֵי חֵירוּת 

לֹא יָצָא. 

Tosafot and the Rambam, each one loyal to his conceptual side of the dispute, 
interpret the passage differently. Tosafot views the rule as identical to that of every 
other “cup of blessing.”

22. Tosafot Pesachim 108b “Sheta’an Chai Yatza”– How crucial is it to dilute wine 
with water?

If one drinks it undiluted he fulfills his obligation – 
It seems [from here] that ideally one is required to 
dilute [the wine]. Similarly, in the Seventh Chapter 
of Berachot (50b), we find that all agree that one 
should not make a blessing over a “cup of blessing” 
until water is added.

שְׁתָאָן חַי יָצָא: מַשְׁמַע  
דִּלְכַתְּחִלָּה בָּעִי מְזִיגָה וְכֵן 

 בְּפֶרֶק שְׁלֹשָׁה שֶׁאָכְלוּ )בְּרָכוֹת
נ:( אַמְרִינָן הַכֹּל מוֹדִים בְּכוֹס 

שֶׁל בְּרָכָה שֶׁאֵין מְבָרְכִין עָלָיו 
עַד שֶׁיִּתֵּן לְתוֹכוֹ מַיִם.

According to Tosafot undiluted wine is non-ideal. Because the Four Cups are, 
essentially, four kosot shel brachah, “cups of blessing,” the requirement of watering 
down the wine is ideal, but non-essential. The Talmud, according to Tosafot, refers 
to ideally diluted wine as “freedom.” The ideal wine is the well-diluted wine that a 
free person would drink.

The Rambam once again differs. His approach is consistent for all three related 
halachot: using undiluted wine, drinking four cups at once, and drinking the majority 
of each cup.

23. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:9 – The Rambam’s 
approach to undiluted wine is consistent with his other rulings.

These four cups must be diluted so they are 
pleasant to drink, depending on the specific wine 
and the taste of the person drinking it. A person 
should not have less than one revi’it (see Source 4 
above) of undiluted wine for all the cups together 
[the standard proportion of wine to water was 
one part wine to three parts water]. If he drank 
undiluted wine for these four cups, he has fulfilled 
the obligation of Four Cups but not that of 
“freedom.” If, however, he drank four well-diluted

אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת הָאֵלּוּ--צָרִיךְ 
לִמְזֹג אוֹתָן, כְּדֵי שֶׁתִּהְיֶה שְׁתִיָּה 

עֲרֵבָה:  הַכֹּל לְפִי הַיַּיִן, וּלְפִי 
דַּעַת הַשּׁוֹתֶה; וְלֹא יִפְחֹת 

בְּאַרְבַּעְתָּן מֵרְבִיעִית יַיִן חָי.  
שָׁתָה אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת אֵלּוּ מִיַּיִן 
שֶׁאֵינוֹ מָזוּג--יָצָא יְדֵי אַרְבָּעָה 

כּוֹסוֹת, וְלֹא יָצָא יְדֵי חֵרוּת; 
שָׁתָה אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת מְזוּגִין 
בְּבַת אַחַת--יָצָא יְדֵי חֵרוּת, 
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cups all at once, he has fulfilled “freedom” but not 
Four Cups. And if he drank the majority of each of 
the cups, he has fulfilled his obligation.

וְלֹא יָצָא יְדֵי אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת.  
וְאִם שָׁתָה מִכָּל כּוֹס מֵהֶן רֻבּוֹ, 

יָצָא.

The Brisker Rav explains that according to the Rambam, there is a special rule 
that the Four Cups require a well-diluted cup of wine. Remember, according to 
the Rambam there is a mitzvah to express our status as free men by drinking four 
cups. If they are not the well-diluted cups befitting free men, the cheirut aspect of 
the mitzvah has not been fulfilled. However, with regards to the other aspect of the 
mitzvah – that the Four Cups be four “cups of blessing” – watering down the wine is 
only ideal, but not essential. Thus, somebody who does not dilute his wine fulfills the 
mitzvah of “Four Cups” but not that of “Freedom.” 

The Rambam’s positions are consistent. The mitzvah of drinking four cups of free 
men’s wine requires that they be well-diluted and that he drink the majority of each 
of the cups. The mitzvah that they should be four “cups of blessing” requires that 
they should not be just drunk consecutively, but spread over the four blessings and 
readings of the Seder Night. 

The Brisker Rav is unsure about the status of alcoholic beverages other than wine for 
the Seder Night.

24. Chidushei Maran Riz Halevi al HaRambam, Hilchot Chametz Umatzah 7:9 – 
What would Tosafot and the Rambam posit about other alcoholic beverages?

It seems possible to say that although chamar 
medinah (non-wine alcoholic beverage) is 
kosher for Havdalah (Pesachim 107), and 
therefore also for other “cups of blessing,” this 
might apply only to “cups of blessing,” since 
other beverages can also be defined as a “cup.” 
But on Pesach night, when the essence of the 
mitzvah is to drink wine in the way of free 
men – as we quoted the Rambam’s formulation 
that each and every person is obligated to drink 
on this night four cups of wine – the mitzvah 
might be limited specifically to wine. With 
regards to drinking we do not find that chamar 
medinah is considered wine, only with regards 
to the definition of “cups of blessing.” In this 
respect, chamar medinah will be parallel to 
drinking undiluted wine.

וְלִכְאוֹרָה הָיָה אֶפְשָׁר לוֹמַר דְּאַף עַל 
גַב דְּאַמְרִינָן בִּפְסָחִים דַּף ק”ז דְּגַם 

חֲמַר מְדִינָה כָּשֵׁר לְהַבְדָּלָה, וּמִמֵּילָא 
דְּהוּא הַדִּין בְּכָל וֹכּסוֹת שֶׁל בְּרָכָה, 
אַבָל כָּל זֶה רַק לְעִנְיַן דִּין וֹכּס שֶׁל 

בְּרָכָה, דְּגַם חֲמַר מְדִינָה מִקְרֵי וֹכּס. 
אַבָל בְּלֵיל פֶּסַח, דְּעִיקָּר הַמִּצְוָה הִיא 
 בִּשְׁתִיַּת יַיִן דֶּרֶךְ חֵרוּת וּכְמוֹ שֶׁהֵבֵאנוּ 

מִלָּוֹשׁן הָרַמְבַּ”ם דְּכָל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד 
 חַיָּיב לִשְׁוֹתּת בַּלַּיְלָה  הַזֶּה אַרְבָּעָה 

כּוֹסוֹת שֶׁל יַיִן, וּבָזֶה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר 
שֶׁהַמִּצְוָה הִיא יַיִן דַּוְקָא. דִּלְעִנְיָן 

מִצְוַת הַשְּׁתִיָּה לׂא מַשְׁכְּחִינָן דְּחַמַר 
מְדִינָה יְהֵא נֶחְשַׁב כְּיָּיִן לְעִנְיַן זֶה רַק 

לְעִנְיָן דִּין וֹכּס שֶׁל בְּרָכָה בִּלְבַד, וְהֲוֵי 
כְּאִילוּ שְׁתָאָן חַי ... 
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The Rema (Orach Chaim 483:1) does permit the use of chamar medinah (such as 
honey wine or plum brandy) for the Four Cups, but it is possible (says the Brisker 
Rav) that that is only in the absence of wine. Drinking honey wine or plum brandy 
(for instance) will fulfill only one aspect of the mitzvah (the aspect of “cups of 
blessing”), and one who does so would forfeit the other aspect of the mitzvah – 
drinking four cups of freedom.

Grape Juice (the following is based on articles by Rabbi Menachem Genack, Rabbi 
Chaim Jachter, and Rabbi Yaakov Moshe Weingarten)

Grape juice is only discussed by twentieth-century halachic authorities (probably 
because it was not marketed widely until the pasteurization process was perfected), 
and they seem to differ concerning its status.

It is reported that the Chazon Ish, the Tchebiner Rav, and Rav Yosef Soloveitchik, all 
of blessed memory, all used grape juice for the Four Cups (Rav Soloveitchik used 
wine for the first cup, because of the special status of Kiddush). Rav Soloveitchik 
actually maintained that one who does not like wine should prefer grape juice (so 
forcing himself to drink wine nowadays would be counterproductive!).

A Talmudic anecdote (Nedarim 49b) notes that the Tanna Rabbi Yehudah “had a 
headache until Shavuot because of the Four Cups,” which seems to indicate that 
one must drink specifically wine (grape juice won’t cause a headache). According 
to these authorities, however, the proof can be deferred, because in Talmudic times 
preserved grape juice around Pesach time would have been extremely hard to come 
by.

Yet, Rav Moshe Feinstein, of blessed memory, has been quoted as saying that 
grape juice is not valid for the Four Cups, and compares it to the Talmud’s yayin 
chai, undiluted wine. On the one hand, grape juice is made out of grapes, so that it 
can legitimately be referred to as wine. But on the other, it is not alcoholic, so that 
it might not have the “freedom aspect” that wine does (which, according to the 
Rambam, is essential, and not just ideal).

It is common custom for people – certainly for those who will find four cups of wine 
hard to down – to drink grape juice for the Four Cups (or to blend grape juice and 
wine together). 

We can now summarize all the different aspects of the dispute between Tosafot and 
the Rambam:

Tosafot Rambam

How is the mitzvah of 
the Four Cups defined?

Have four “cups of 
blessing” attached to 
four mitzvot of the 
Seder night.

Have four “cups of 
blessing” and drink four 
cups of wine to express 
our freedom.
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CASE Tosafot Rambam

Who needs to drink 
the Four Cups: the 
household head or each 
person?

All might be able to 
fulfill their obligation 
through the head of 
the household.

Each individual must 
drink.

What have you 
accomplished if 
you drink four cups 
consecutively?

Rejoicing on the 
holiday.

Drinking four cups to 
express our freedom.

How much of the cup 
must you drink?

A cheekful. The majority of the 
cup.

What must you drink? Even non-wine 
alcoholic drinks or 
grape juice.

Perhaps only wine.

•	 Tosafot and the Rambam are consistent in the positions they take concerning 
which beverage must be drunk for the Four Cups.

•	 Because the Rambam sees “drinking cups of a free man” as essential to the 
mitzvah of the Four Cups, undiluted wine (i.e., wine not served in its ideal state) 
is not valid for this aspect of the mitzvah. 

•	 Tosafot, on the other hand, understands the Four Cups exclusively as four “cups 
of blessing,” and therefore diluting wine is only ideal, but not essential (just as 
for other “cups of blessing”).

•	 The Brisker Rav speculates that Tosafot and the Rambam might also differ 
concerning non-wine alcoholic drinks, the Rambam treating them like undiluted 
wine, which is valid as “cups of blessing” (except, perhaps for the nighttime 
Kiddush, which is a biblical obligation) but not as drinks of free men. Tosafot, 
on the other hand, would treat the Four Cups as identical to other “cups of 
blessing” and consider non-wine alcoholic drinks only as non-ideal.

•	 Using grape juice for the Four Cups is debated in contemporary halachic 
literature. Some say that it lacks the “freedom” aspect of the Four Cups that 
alcoholic wine has. However, grape juice is perhaps preferable for someone who 
does not like wine but does like grape juice, and many have the custom of using 
it for the Four Cups. 

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
II
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We have seen how a conceptual dispute between the Rambam and Tosafot played 
itself out in a number of areas. The basic dispute relates to the definition of the 
mitzvah of Four Cups: Are these only four “cups of blessings” (Tosafot), or do they 
include an added element of expressing our status as free men (Rambam)? 

The Tosafot’s and Rambam’s differing viewpoints affect out how they rule about 
who must drink the cups, how the cups must be drunk (spread out over Seder 
Night or four in a row), how much must be drunk (a cheekful or most of the cup), 
and what must be drunk (is alcoholic wine essential?). We now present the halachic 
conclusions from classic and contemporary halachic works. 

Halachic Conclusions

WHO DRINKS THE FOUR CUPS?

25. Shulchan Aruch 472:14-15 – Women and children are also obligated to drink 
the Four Cups.

14. Even women (who in general are not obligated 
in time-bound mitzvot) are obligated in the Four 
Cups and all the mitzvot of the night.

15. It is a mitzvah to give a cup to children who 
have reached the age at which they can be educated 
in mitzvah performance.

)יד( גַּם הַנָּשִׁים חַיָּבוֹת בְּאַרְבַּע 
וֹכּסוֹת וּבְכָל מִצְוֹת הַנּוֹהֲגוֹת 

בְּאוֹתוֹ לַיְלָה:

 )טו( תִּינוֹקוֹת שֶׁהִגִּיעוּ לְחִינוּךְ 
מִצְוָה לִיתֵּן לְכָל אֶחָד וֹכּסוֹ 

לְפָנָיו:

This ruling of the Shulchan Aruch appears to follow the Rambam’s approach, namely 
that each person must drink the four cups. The Shulchan Aruch Harav (Rabbi Shneur 
Zalman of Liadi, Lithuania 1745-1812) makes this crystal clear when he formulates the 
halachah.

26. Shulchan Aruch Harav 472:22 – Every individual must drink the four cups, not 
just the one running the Seder.

Even household members who hear Kiddush and 
Haggadah from the head of the household are 
nonetheless obligated to drink the Four Cups in the 
manner of a free man. 

אַף בְּנֵי הַבַּיִת שֶׁהֵן וֹשׁמְעִין 
הַקִּדּשׁוּ וְהַהַגָּדָה מִבַּעַל הַבַּיִת 

אַף עַל פִּי כֵן חַיָּיב כָּל אֶחָד 
וְאֶחָד לִשְׁוֹתּת ד’ וֹכּסוֹת דֶּרֶךְ 

חֵירוּת:

The Shulchan Aruch Harav thus spells out that we follow the Rambam’s approach. It 
follows that each family member should be allocated four cups of wine, even when 
distributing to the poor. The approach that only one person drinks on behalf of the 
household (attributed by the Brisker Rav to Tosafot) is not preserved in normative 
halachah.

HALACHIC

CONCLUSIONS
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27. Haseder Ha’aruch 41:3 – How much wine must be distributed to a poor family?

When they [charity distributors] give wine to a 
poor person for the Four Cups, they should also 
give for [the members of] his household, for they 
do not fulfill their obligation through the head of 
the household’s drinking. 

כְּשֶׁנוֹתְנִים לֶעָנִי יַיִן לְד’ וֹכּסוֹת, 
רָאוּי לִיתֵּן לוֹ יַיִן גַּם לִבְנֵי בֵיתוֹ, 
שֶׁכֵּן אֵין הֵם יוֹצְאִים יְדֵי חוֹבָה 

בִּשְׁתִיָתוֹ שֶׁל בַּעַל הַבַּיִת.

DRINKING FOUR CUPS CONSECUTIVELY

The Talmud Bavli, Pesachim 108b issues a clear ruling concerning drinking four cups 
of wine in a row. This is codified by the Shulchan Aruch:

28. Shulchan Aruch 472:8 – Can one drink four cups in a row and fulfill his 
obligation?

One needs to drink the Four Cups according to the 
order [they appear over the Seder Night], and if one 
drank them one after the other, not according to 
their order, he does not fulfill his obligation.

צָרִיךְ לִשְׁוֹתּת אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת עַל 
הַסֵּדֶר, וְאִם שְׁתָאָן זֶה אַחַר זֶה 

שֶׁלֹּא כְּסֵדֶר לֹא יָצָא:

This does not mean that the Shulchan Aruch has broken with the Rambam’s 
approach. As we explained in Section I above, the Rambam agrees that the Four 
Cups must also be four “cups of blessing.”

HOW MUCH WINE IS DRUNK FOR EACH CUP?

29. Shulchan Aruch 472:9 – How much wine must one drink?

The [proper] size of the cup is a revi’it (3-5 oz, 
86-150 ml; see Source 4 above) after it is mixed (if 
he mixes water with the wine). He should drink 
all of it, or (at least) most of it. If the cup [is large 
enough to] contain many revi’iot, the amount of 
people that can drink from it is the amount of 
revi’iot it contains (five people can drink from a cup 
containing five revi’iot). Some say that one must 
drink most of the cup, even if it holds a number of 
revi’iot.

שִׁיעוּר הַוֹכּס רְבִיעִית לְאַחַר 
שֶׁיִמְזְגֶנוּ )אִם רָצָה לְמָזְגוֹ(. 

וְיִשְׁתֶּה וּכּלוֹ אוֹ רוֹבּוּ. וְאִם יֵשׁ 
 וֹבּ הַרְבֵּה רְבִיעִוֹיּת וֹשׁתִין מִמֶּנוּ 
 כָּל כַּךְ בְּנֵי אָדָם כְּמִנְיָן רְבִיעִוֹיּת 

שֶׁוֹבּ. וְיֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁצָרִיךְ 
לִשְׁוֹתּת רוֹב הַוֹכּס אֲפִילוּ 
מַחֲזִיק כַּמָּה רְבִיעִיוֹת ....

This ruling of the Shulchan Aruch is once again in line with the Rambam’s approach 
presented in Section III. Namely, the mitzvah to drink Four Cups on Seder night 
entails drinking most of those cups on a literal level. This goes beyond the 
requirement of a regular “cup of blessing,” which is to taste of the cup by drinking a 
cheekful. 
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The Mishnah Berurah (472:33) writes that most later authorities rule according to 
the first opinion cited by the Shulchan Aruch – meaning that one need not drink 
the majority of a large cup that holds much more than the required measure. Yet, 
he advises fulfilling the second approach (drinking the majority of whatever cup he 
uses) by making sure the size of the cup a person uses corresponds with his wine-
drinking abilities. 

The Shulchan Aruch’s rulings are not inconsistent, because he does preserve 
the approach (“some say”) of seeing the Four Cups as a unique obligation, with 
requirements that go beyond the standard cups of blessing.

WHAT ABOUT DRINKING GRAPE JUICE?

30. Rabbi Yaakov Moshe Weingarten, Haseder Ha’aruch 14:7 – Can one use grape 
juice for the Four Cups?

7. One who finds it difficult to drink wine can 
fulfill his obligation of the Four Cups by means of 
grape juice, and it is preferable to raisin wine and 
cooked wine…

8. Ideally one should make the effort to get wine 
with alcohol content, because it “brings joy to the 
heart of man” (based on Tehillim 104:15), and for 
the Four Cups, wine that brings joy is required.

 ז. מִי שֶׁקָּשֶׁה לוֹ לִשְׁוֹתּת יַיִן, 
יוֹצֵא יְדֵי חוֹבַת אַרְבַּע וֹכּסוֹת 
בְּמִיץ עֲנָבִים, וְהוּא עָדִיף מִיֵּין 
צִוּמּקִים אוֹ מִיַּיִן שֶׁנִּתְבַּשֵּׁל ...

ח. לְכַתְּחִלָּה יֵשׁ לִטְרוֹחַ לְהַשִּׂיג 
 יַיִן שֶׁיֵשׁ וֹבּ אַלְוֹכּהוֹל, לְפִי שֶׁהוּא 

“מְשַׂמֵּחַ לְבַב אֱנשׁוֹ” )עַל פִּי 
תְּהִלִּים קד:טו(, וּלְד’ וֹכּסוֹת 
צָרִיךְ לִשְׁוֹתּת יַיִן הַמְשַׂמֵּחַ. 

In footnote 12, Rabbi Weingarten quotes the various authorities who take the 
approach of permitting the use of grape juice. These include Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef 
zt”l and the Chazon Ish zt”l. The rationale is straightforward: In order to fulfill the 
“derech cheirut” (drinking in the manner of free men) aspect of the Four Cups, the 
drink must be pleasurable, not a difficult struggle. However, there are those who 
object (Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l is the most prominent authority in this camp), and, 
for one who does drink wine, wine with alcohol content is preferable.

[Rabbi Yisrael Belsky writes in Shulchan Halevi Vol. I, 13:4, that even wine with an 
alcohol content of as low as 3.5% (one-quarter of wine’s standard 13-14% alcohol 
content) is still considered sufficiently strong and could be used without hesitation. 
However, someone for whom light wine is no more than juice should use wine with a 
higher alcohol content, as befitting his taste.

Biblical Hints for the Four Cups

Even though the mitzvah of the Four Cups is Rabbinic in origin, the Talmud 
Yerushalmi supplies four hints from the Tanach that enrich our understanding of the 
mitzvah.

AFTERWORD:
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31. Talmud Yerushalmi, Pesachim 10:1 – What do the Four Cups hint at?

From where in Tanach do we find an allusion to 
the Four Cups [that the Sages enacted]? 

Rabbi Yochanan said, quoting Rabbi Benayah, 
that they correspond to the four stages of 
redemption: “Therefore tell the Children of Israel I 
am God and I took you out…and I saved you…and 
redeemed you…and took you to me as a nation” 
(Shemot 6:6-7).

Rabbi Yehoshua son of Levi said that they 
correspond to the four cups of Pharaoh [in the 
dream that the butler told over to Yosef (Joseph) 
in prison]: “Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand…I 
squeezed them (the grapes) into Pharaoh’s cup…
and I placed Pharaoh’s cup in his hand…and you 
will place Pharaoh’s cup in his hand.” (Bereishit/
Genesis 40:11-12).

Rabbi Levi said that they correspond to the four 
kingdoms [that subjugated Israel].

מִנַּיִין לְאַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת? 

רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן בְּשֵׁם ר’ ר’ בְּנָיָה כְּנֶגֶד 
אַרְבַּע גְּאוּלוֹת: “לָכֵן אֱמֹר לִבְנֵי 
יִשְׂרָאֵל אֲנִי ה’ וְהוֹצֵאתִי אֶתְכֶם 

... וְלָקַחְתִּי אֶתְכֶם לִי לְעָם...” 
)שמות ו:ו-ז( וְהוֹצֵאתִי וְהִצַּלְתִּי 

וְגָאַלְתִּי וְלָקַחְתִּי. 

רַבִּי יְהשֻׁוֹעַ בֶּן לֵוִי אָמַר כְּנֶגֶד 
אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת שֶׁל פַּרְעֹה: 

“וְכוֹס פַּרְעֹה בְּיָדִי ... וָאֶשְׂחַט 
אֹתָם אֶל כּוֹס פַּרְעֹה ... וָאֶתֵּן 

אֶת הַכּוֹס עַל כַּף פַּרְעֹה ... וְנָתַתָּ 
כוֹס פַּרְעֹה בְּיָדוֹ ....” )בראשית 

מ:יא-יב(

רַבִּי לֵוִי אָמַר כְּנֶגֶד אַרְבָּעָה 
מַלְכֻיוֹת. 

The Rabbis said that they correspond to the four 
cups of punishment that the Holy One, blessed be 
He, will in the future give the nations of the world 
to drink: “For thus said Hashem, God of Israel, 
to me, ‘Take this cup of wrath …’” (Yirmiyahu/
Jeremiah 25:16); “The gold cup of Babylonia is in 
God’s hand” (Yirmiyahu 51:7); “For there is a cup 
in God’s hand” (Tehillim 75:9); “And he will rain 
fire and sulfur on the evildoers…” (Tehillim 11:6).  

Corresponding to them, the Holy One, blessed be 
He, will in the future give Israel to drink the four 
cups of consolation: “God is my portion and my 
cup” (Tehillim 16:5); “You poured oil over my head 
and my cup is overflowing” (Tehillim 23:5); and 
[the verse] “I lift up the cup of salvations” (Tehillim 
116:13) counts as two (because “salvations” is 
plural).

וְרַבָּנָן אַמְרֵי כְּנֶגֶד ד’ וֹכּסוֹת שֶׁל 
 פֻּרְעָנוּת שֶׁהַקָּדשׁוֹ בָּרוּךְ הוּא 

עָתִיד לְהַשְׁקוֹת אֶת אוּמוֹת 
הָעוֹלָם: “כִּי כֹה אָמַר ה’ אֱלֹהֵי 
יִשְׂרָאֵל אֵלַי קַח אֶת כּוֹס הַיַּיִן 

הַחֵמָה ...” )ירמיה כה:טו(, 
“ כּוֹס זָהָב בָּבֶל בְּיַד ה’...” 

)ירמיה נא:ז(, “כִּי כוֹס בְּיַד ה’ 
...” )תהילים עה:ט(, “יַמְטֵר 

עַל רְשָׁעִים פַּחִים אֵשׁ וְגָפְרִית 
]וְרוּחַ זִלְעָפוֹת מְנָת כּוֹסָם[” 

)תהילים יא:ו(. 

וּכְנֶגְדָּן עָתִיד הקב”ה לְהַשְׁקוֹת 
אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל אַרְבָּעָה כּוֹסוֹת שֶׁל 
נֶחָמוֹת: “ה’ מְנָת חֶלְקִי וְכוֹסִי” 

)תהילים טז:ה(, “דִּשַּׁנְתָּ בַשֶּׁמֶן 
רֹאשִׁי כּוֹסִי רְוָיָה” )תהילים 
כג:ה(, וְהַדֵין “כּוֹס יְשׁוּעוֹת 

אֶשָּׂא” )תהילים קטז:יג( תְּרֵיין.
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Think about the following two questions:

a. Why do you think each of these four biblical references is related to the four 
cups and the Seder night?

The four stages of the redemption (Rabbi Yochanan): This reference is the most 
direct of the four. The Seder night commemorates the Exodus from Egypt, and 
drinking the Four Cups highlights the four-part process of redemption – physically 
leaving Egypt, salvation from the Egyptian army, spiritual redemption from Egypt, 
and, finally, becoming God’s nation. 

The four cups of Pharaoh in the butler’s dream (Rabbi Yehoshua son of Levi): 
Yosef’s redemption from Egyptian prison was a paradigm for the Jewish redemption 
from Egypt. It was Yosef’s interpretation of the butler’s dream and the butler’s 
subsequent release that finally brought about Yosef’s own release from prison. Thus, 
this reference also symbolizes freedom from captivity.

The four kingdoms that subjugated Israel (Rabbi Levi): The Egyptian exile was a 
precursor to four other major exiles in Jewish history (Babylonian, Persian, Greek, 
and Roman). The message of the four cups is that just as we were redeemed from 
Egypt, so we will be redeemed from our present, seemingly endless exile.

The four cups of punishment and the four cups of consolation (the Sages): The 
message of the Four Cups is that there will ultimately be true justice. History’s evil 
will not go unpunished, and Israel will eventually be consoled for its stormy and 
tragic history. 

If you had to group the four approaches of the Yerushalmi into two 
groups, how would you divide them up?

These four approaches really form two groups: 

A. Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Yehoshua son of Levi focus on the redemption 
from Egypt (the Pnei Moshe points out that according to the Midrash, Yosef’s 
interpretation of the butler’s dream prophetically alluded to the redemption of the 
Jews from Egypt); whereas 

B. Rabbi Levi and the Rabbis focus on the present state of exile and the future 
redemption. 

Based on these allusions, associations, and hints, the Four Cups are similar to the 
aspect of Matzah emphasized in our Haggadah (the Hagaddah cites Rabban Gamliel: 
“Why do we eat Matzah? Because we left Egypt so suddenly, and thus there was 
not even time for our dough to rise”). Like Matzah, the Cups are a symbol of the 
redemption. Following the biblical lead of Matzah and the Pesach sacrifice, the Four 
Cups are a rabbinic expansion, publicizing the miracle of the redemption in a very 
specific way. They tell us that the redemption was a four-step process, that it had 
its roots in the Yosef story, and that the redemption from Egypt ought to inspire our 
belief in the final redemption from exile. 
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This final and ultimate redemption is hinted at in the fifth cup, which is poured but 
not drunk, prepared but not yet consumed: the cup of Eliyahu the Prophet.

Why do we drink four cups of wine on Passover night?

One of the rabbinic mitzvot of the Seder night is the Four Cups. According to the 
Talmud Yerushalmi, these Four Cups are laden with significance, reminding us, 
among other things, of the four stages of the Exodus, and of the future redemption. 
The Four Cups also give an expression of our liberty (the Rambam emphasizes this 
aspect of the Four Cups as being a vehicle for being joyous on the holiday).

What is the relationship between the Four Cups and the rest of what 
we do on the Seder night? 

According to both the Rambam and Tosafot, the Four Cups function as four “cups 
of blessing.” The Talmudic concept of a “cup of blessing,” a kos shel brachah, is a 
way of enhancing our praises to God, giving them special importance by raising 
our glasses as we call out God’s greatness. Some say that the concept of a “cup 
of blessing” was inspired by the Levites’ songs, which they sang during the wine 
libations on the Temple altar. Similarly, we hold a cup of wine as we sing out to God, 
then drink of it. On Seder Night four blessings and readings – Kiddush, Haggadah, 
Birkat Hamazon, and Hallel – are all accompanied by a cup of wine.

 
Who must drink the cups?

Rambam clearly states that every individual must drink four cups. Tosafot, however, 
raise the possibility that the entire family can fulfill the mitzvah with one set of Four 
Cups. The Brisker Rav explains that this divergence is in line with their two different 
views of the nature of the Four Cups. The Rambam asserts that there is a mitzvah to 
drink four cups as an expression of our freedom, and this applies to all attendants at 
the Seder. Tosafot, however, maintain that the Four Cups are exclusively four “cups 
of blessing.” Just as on a normal Shabbat, when only one cup of Kiddush is required 
for the entire family, and one cup is likewise sufficient after Birkat Hamazon or at 
a wedding, so too one cup suffices for Seder Night. In practice, we rule that each 
individual must drink all four cups. (Someone with medical issues should consult 
with his/her rabbi).

How much must be drunk?

Tosafot clearly say that one must only drink a cheekful of wine, and the rules here 
are identical with those of other “cups of blessing,” such as the cup of Kiddush and 
of Birkat Hamazon. The Shulchan Aruch cites this opinion, but also includes the 
approach that requires drinking the majority of whatever cup one has before him. 
The Mishnah Berurah advices the use of a cup small enough to enable its drinker to 
drink the majority of all four cups.

CLASS 
SUMMARY
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Can you fulfill your obligation by drinking four cups of grape juice?

A significant group of contemporary halachic authorities say that one who finds 
it difficult to drink wine can use grape juice instead. This will preserve, for such a 
person, the “freedom” aspect of the Four Cups, as he drinks a grape beverage he 
enjoys. However, actual wine is ideal for those that can drink it, for wine enhances 
the joy of the holiday, and some authorities see it as the fullest expression of 
freedom.

The Morasha Syllabus

The Pesach Seder Experience Handbook  
http://nleresources.com/nle-morasha-syllabus/jewish-calendar/the-passover-seder-
experience-handbook/

Pesach I: Slavery and the Pesach Miracles 
http://nleresources.com/nle-morasha-syllabus/jewish-calendar/pesach-slavery-
miracles/

Pesach II: Nationhood, Providence & Freedom 
http://nleresources.com/nle-morasha-syllabus/jewish-calendar/pesach-ii-
nationhood-providence-freedom/

Hebrew Source Material

Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef zt”l’s Chazon Ovadiah Volume I includes a number of articles 
on the Four Cups. At the end of Chapter 6 he discusses using grape juice for 
Kiddush and the Four Cups.

Chapters 41-47 of Rabbi Moshe Yaakov Weingarten’s Haseder Ha’Aruch deal with the 
Four Cups. The book is a comprehensive work on all aspects of the Seder Night, with 
helpful footnotes.

English Articles

The Arba’ah Kosos, by Rabbi Yonasan Sacks, available online at http://www.
torahweb.org/torah/2009/moadim/rsac_pesach.html

Seder Night: the Mitzvah of “The Four Cups,” by Rabbi Doniel Neustadt, available 
online at http://www.torah.org/advanced/weekly-halacha/5760/tazria.html

“The Nature of the Mitzvah to Drink Wine on Pesach Night,” by Rabbi Mordecai 
Kornfeld, in the Daf Hayomi Advancement Forum’s Insights into the Daily Daf, 
available online at http://dafyomi.co.il/pesachim/insites/ps-dt-108.htm

“May We Use Grape Juice for the Arba’ah Kosot?” a three part series by Rabbi Chaim 
Jachter. The third article and links to the previous two appear online at: 
http://koltorah.org/ravj/15-27_May_We_Use_Grape_Juice_for_the_Arba_Kosot_3.
htm
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