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Handout: Why are the 4 Questions in the 
Haggadah different from the 3 Questions in 
the Mishnah? 
 

 
 

3 Questions in the Mishnah: 

 

1) Why eat matzah? 

2) Why dip the parsley in the salt water and the bitter herbs in the haroset? 

3) Why eat of the roast meat of the paschal lamb (the shank bone)? 

 

Explanation: 

 

• In ancient times, it made sense for the children to ask the questions at the 

beginning of the Seder because the Passover meal was eaten first.  So, 

the child had already eaten the matzah, dipped the parsley in the salt 

water, the bitter herbs in the haroset, and had eaten of the roast meat of 

the paschal lamb (the shank bone)– the questions made sense!  They 

referred to things that had just taken place!! 

• According to the Mishnah, if the child did not ask on his own, the father 

would coach him to ask these 3 questions.   

 

4 Questions in the Haggadah (really, one question and four answers): 

 

1.  Why is this night different from all other nights? 

a. On all other nights, we eat either leavened bread or matzah, but on 

this night we eat only matzah. 

b. On all other nights, we eat other kinds of vegetables, but on this 

night we eat maror. 

c. On all other nights, we need not dip our vegetables even once, but 

on this night we dip twice. 

d. On all other nights, we eat sitting upright or reclining, but on this 

night we all recline. 
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Explanation: 

 

• A 4th question (or answer) was added in the Haggadah, probably to match 

the 4 children and the 4 cups of wine.  The additional question was about 

the bitter herbs (overlapping the question about the dipping of the bitter 

herbs in the haroset).   

• After the Temple was destroyed, the question about the roast meat of the 

paschal lamb (shank bone) had become irrelevant because there were no 

longer sacrifices, and it was substituted with the question about the 

leaning posture at the Seder service.  This custom was copied from the 

Roman festive meal custom of leaning in order to emphasize they were 

free.  But, this leaning question is now irrelevant because we no longer 

really recline on couches during the Seder.  The Haggadah does not 

provide a direct answer to this question.  The answer about the paschal 

lamb relates to a question that is no longer asked, and the question about 

the leaning posture is not answered at all!! 

• Today, the children are taught in advance how to ask the 4 questions 

to make sure that questions are asked at the Seder. 

 

***However, you have been taught in since you were young how to ask the 4 questions, 

and they are meaningless if you already know the answer (Hint: this means that you 

create your own questions for the Seder!). 

  

 


