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Chapter 1

Introduction

This profound teaching from the Maharal of Prague explores why the Torah was uniquely given to the Jewish
people and not to the other nations of the world. Through careful analysis of Chazal, midrashim, and
philosophical truths, the Maharal unpacks the essential qualities required to receive and live by the
Torah—qualities rooted in soul structure, spiritual readiness, and divine purpose. The discourse culminates in
explaining the singular status of Israel as those called “Adam” (man), not merely in form but in essential

spiritual character.
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The virtues of man are only the Torah and the mitzvos.

The created beings which Hashem, blessed be He, created in
His world—all of them act within the world in which they were
created, and each one, according to its stature and importance,
so is the greatness of its action.

Behold, the heavens and all the host of the heavens—all of
them act; they move the firmament and act upon the lower
realms as Hashem, blessed be He, created them and arranged
them.

And so too, all the lower realms act: the earth is that which acts
and brings forth its vegetation, and everything that emerges
from the earth—it is the earth that acts.

And so too the water acts—watering and causing the earth to
grow.

And the wind also causes everything to grow, as is known.

And so too the fire, like the sun—it heats and causes everything
to grow.

And so too all living beings and all the species in the
world—"He did not create it for chaos" (Yeshayahu 45:18);
rather, it is said of them (Bereishis 1:28): "Be fruitful and
multiply and fill the earth."

Until there is not one that is idle, and all act in the world in
which they were created.
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And every action is attributed to the one who acts; for the heat,
which is the action of fire—it is attributed to it.

And so too, the coolness is attributed to the water, which
produces coolness.

And so with all things—the action is attributed to the one who
performs it.

And now, man—who is distinct from all other living beings due
to the soul, for his soul is not an animalistic soul, but rather his
soul is an intellectual soul—

unlike other living beings that make sounds, whose soul is only
natural—must have actions that are associated with his
intellectual divine soul, and he must have intellectual, divine
actions.

For we already said that every action must be attributed to the
actor.

And since man is found to share with other natural living beings
many actions, this is certainly from the life-force soul that is
within man, through which he shares with other animals that
make sound.

But it is impossible that he should not also have actions that are
attributed to his intellectual divine soul, for its power is not
diminished.

For when man is a builder and carpenter, and does the work of
baking and cooking, and similarly tailoring garments—certainly,
even though these things require the intellectual soul—

who guarantees me that these things are from the perfection
within him?

For it is fitting and necessary that he have divine actions that he
acts in the world which his Creator created, in accordance with
the stature of his divine soul.

And perhaps all these things we mentioned are from a deficiency
in man.
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And at the end of Kiddushin (82b): “It was taught: Rabbi
Shimon the son of Rabbi Elazar said: In my days I never saw a
deer drying fruit, or a lion carrying loads, or a fox as a
shopkeeper—and they sustain themselves without suffering. And
they were not created except to serve me, and [ was created to
serve my Creator.

And if those who were not created except to serve me are
sustained without suffering, then I, who was created to serve my
Creator—how much more so!”

But I have worsened my deeds and forfeited my livelihood, as it
is said (Yirmeyahu 5:25): “Your iniquities have turned these
away,” etc. Until here.

Thus, they have explained that the actions and labors that man
does for the sake of livelihood are not from the virtue of man,
but they are due to his deficiency and lack.

And when man was created, labor and fixing of garments and
building of houses were not created with him—he was in Gan
Eden without these things.

If so, these are not actions of man that stem from perfection.

And among living beings, these actions are not found, and they
are sustained without these things.

If so, these actions are for man due to deficiency—that he sinned
and forfeited his livelihood. And were it not for this, he would
not need these things.

And this is regarding three things—for in man there are three
things: the body, the soul, and the intellect. And with all three,
man serves with them for the sake of his vitality.

And he said that man's perfection is not in that he serves for the
sake of livelihood—whether with his body, his soul, or his
intellect.

For the lion has a strong body, as is known regarding the lion,
and yet he does not use the power of his body which he has for
the sake of his livelihood.
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Therefore, one should not consider what man does with his body
to be perfection for him, for among living beings such a thing is
not found that they should need it.

And corresponding to the soul-force, that movement is from the
soul—on this he said that the deer, which has very swift
movement, certainly has this power in great measure, yet he
does not use this power for the sake of his livelihood.

Therefore he said: “And I have not seen a deer as a gatherer,”
meaning one who prepares his provisions in the summer, and
this requires the power of motion to bring the summer fruits into
the house.

And corresponding to intellect he said: “I have not seen a fox as
a shopkeeper,” for this fox has more wisdom than all animals of
the field, and he does not use this power for his livelthood—to
be a shopkeeper engaging in commerce.

And since we do not find among living beings that they use
these powers for their livelihood, then what man performs with
the power of his body, with the sweat of his brow, and by
bearing heavy loads for the sake of livelihood—this is not from
man's perfection.

For such a thing is not needed by animals who are less than
man—and this thing became obligatory upon him because of his
sin.

And likewise, that man does not have rest by day and by night,
running after his livelihood like a deer, and using his soul-force
for this—this is not from perfection, for we do not find this
among animals that are beneath him.

And likewise, there is no perfection of intellect in man using it
for livelihood, since we do not find that the animal, which is
lesser than man, needs this.
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If so, that which makes man more praiseworthy than all other
living beings, and it is proper that he should have unique
actions—the unique actions are not the labors and constructions,
for such things are not for his perfection, but for deficiency and
baseness due to his sin and his having become deficient.
Therefore, all these things became necessary for him.

And we have already explained that it is impossible that a person
should not have actions that are associated with his soul—since
he possesses a Divine soul.

If so, the question remains: what are the unique actions that
relate to his elevated status by virtue of possessing an
intellectual soul?

One can only say that the actions which correspond to the
elevation of his soul are the divine actions, namely the mitzvos
of the Torah.

And they are uniquely designated for man in accordance with
the stature of his Divine soul. This matter is certainly the unique
and fitting action for him.

And if you will ask and say: if so, all the unique actions for each
and every creature—those actions are necessitated from it
naturally, and it does not alter its actions—

Why then do we not also find divine actions—meaning the
mitzvos—coming naturally from man?

This is not a question. For even though it would be fitting for
these actions to come from man, the evil inclination that was
created within man brings him to evil deeds—

that arise from him due to the evil inclination within him.

And regarding this Moshe Rabbeinu, peace be upon him,
reproved Israel and said (Devarim 32:1): “Give ear, O heavens,”
etc., as will be explained in the coming chapters (chapter 4),

to make known that this is entirely out of order. For according to
the rational order, it would be proper that each creature should
necessarily bring forth actions appropriate to it.
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And for man, whose soul is a divine, intellectual soul, it is
proper that he should have unique actions—namely, the
mitzvah-actions of the Torah.

Only that the evil inclination interferes.

However, all of the human species cannot possibly be equal in
the stature of their souls. And even though all mankind is equal
in the form of their faces and in their physical features, they are
not equal in that some of them possess more of a Divine portion
from their very origin, as is known.

For prophecy, and Divine inspiration, and the Divine Presence
were uniquely found among the people whom Hashem, blessed
be He, chose—distinct from the rest of the nations, the gentiles.
And there is no doubt that prophecy is a preparedness of the
human soul, and this preparedness was uniquely found in the
people whom Hashem, blessed be He, chose.

And from this you will see that this nation possessed a more
Divine soul due to this preparedness.

And this too must be said: this world, in which mankind exists,
is a world of nature; therefore, that which is natural ought to be
found equally in the whole species, because this world is
fundamentally natural.

And if differences are found among them due to geographic
location, this is not considered a true difference.

But Divinity is not found equally in the whole species. For if
Divinity were equally found in the whole species, then this
world would be a transcendent world—since Divinity would be
present in it entirely.

But this world is a world of nature, not a transcendent world, and

this necessitates that Divinity is not found equally in the entire
species, only in a part of it.

And because the nations of the world are from the natural world,
therefore they are seventy nations—since the natural world was
created in the seven days of Creation.
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And corresponding to the seven days of the natural world, they
are seventy nations—ten for each day.

And the one unique nation was above nature, corresponding to
the eighth, for the eighth is above nature.

Therefore, the Torah, which is above the natural world, is fitting
for Israel.

And the Torah was created before the created physical world,
and Israel too was created before the physical world.

Therefore, the entire concept of Torah is rooted in the number
eight, for nature is under the number seven, and whatever is
above nature is eight, as will be explained in the next chapter.

Therefore, the Israelite nation, whom Hashem, blessed be He,
chose as His portion, they were uniquely designated for Divine
actions—that is, the mitzvos of the Torah—according to the
level of their Divine soul, by virtue of their readiness for
prophecy, Divine inspiration, and for the Shechinah to dwell
among them.

And the gentiles, according to their level, were given seven
mitzvos—which are the Seven Mitzvos of the Children of Noach
(Sanhedrin 56b).

And in the first chapter of Avodah Zarah (2b): ““Hashem came
from Sinai and shone forth from Se’ir to them, He appeared
from Mount Paran’ (Devarim 33:2). What was He doing in Se’ir,
and what was He doing in Paran?

This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, offered the Torah
to the entire world, and they did not want to accept it—until the
Jewish people came and accepted it.””

And in the Midrash (Sifri, Devarim 33:2) it says: “This teaches
that the Holy One, blessed be He, offered the Torah to the
children of Esav and said to them: Do you want to accept the
Torah?
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They said to Him: What is written in it? He said to them: ‘You
shall not murder’ (Shemos 20:13). They said to Him: The entire
blessing of that man—‘By your sword you shall live’ (Bereishis
27:40)—we do not wish to accept it.

He said to the children of Yishmael: Do you want to accept the
Torah? They said to Him: What is written in it? He said to them:
“You shall not steal’ (Shemos 20:13).

They said to Him: The entire blessing of that man—°He shall be
a wild man; his hand against all, and everyone’s hand against
him’ (Bereishis 16:12)—we do not wish to accept it. Until here.

They have explained through this what we said: that the mitzvos
of the Torah, which are divine actions, are attributed to Yisrael,
for according to the stature of their soul, they are prepared for
divine actions, and these are uniquely theirs.

But the gentiles, due to their deficiency and baseness, are not fit
for divine actions, which are the mitzvos.

And this 1s why He offered the Torah to every nation and
language, and the very essence of their soul rejected receiving
divine actions—only Yisrael were prepared for the Torah due to
the elevation of their soul.

However, as explained in the Midrash, not only were they
unprepared for the Torah, which consists of divine actions—but
they were prepared for the opposite of that.

Meaning, Esav and Yishmael were prepared for actions that are
the opposite of the Torah, and this is because of the inner
preparation that was in them.

For there is no doubt that their blessings corresponded to what
they were inherently prepared for.

And that Scripture specifically mentioned Esav and Yishmael is
to say that those gentiles had souls inclined to the extreme—and
when one’s soul is inclined to the extreme, it is evil.
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And this is the meaning of: “Hashem came from Sinai, and
shone from Se’ir unto them; He appeared from Mount Paran.”
For Hashem, blessed be He, saw that the actions of the
Torah—which are the upright paths, the ways of Hashem—are
fitting only for those who have an intermediate preparation,
namely a balanced character.

Not to those whose soul’s nature is inclined to extremity, whose
actions are not straight.

And for this reason He rejected Esav and Yishmael, for each one
contains a certain extreme. Meaning, these two nations of the
gentiles have a soul-disposition that deviates from the center,
each to an opposite extreme.

Therefore, they reject accepting the Torah. This is what was
meant when it said that one’s blessing is “By your sword you
shall live”—to murder; and Yishmael, “His hand against all,” by
strength and force against others.

And both of these are evil, divided character traits. Each one
leans to an extreme, as is known to the sages of truth.

And because of this, their disposition rejects accepting the
Torah. Yet in the Gemara it only says that they did not want to
accept it.

The intent is that the Torah and the mitzvos, which are Divine
actions, are not fitting for them, because their soul is not
prepared for them—only Yisrael, because of their Divine soul.

And for this reason, the Divine actions—which are the mitzvos
of the Torah—are fitting for them.

And this itself is what our Sages said (Yevamos 61a): “You are
called ‘Adam’ (man), and gentiles are not called ‘Adam.’”

The explanation is: the unique distinction between man and
other living beings is that man has a Divine soul.
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The Splendor of Israel

Chapter 1

And those who have a Divine soul are prepared for Divine
matters, such as prophecy and Ruach HaKodesh. And this is
only found in the nation that Hashem, blessed be He, chose.

Therefore they are called “Adam,” specifically in
completeness—since they possess all that is fitting for a human
being, who is called “Adam,” specifically because he has a
Divine aspect and is not merely natural.

Therefore, “You are called Adam.”

And because of this, the mitzvos—which are Divine
actions—are uniquely and completely associated with Yisrael, as
will be further explained.

And here a question arises: if so, how is it possible for a convert
to receive the Torah, when he has a soul-character that is not
good?

This is not difficult at all—for once he comes to convert, he has
an Israelite nature.

And when he converts, he becomes attached to the Israelite
nation, and is considered as one of them.

Yet still they said (Yevamos 47b): “Converts are as difficult for
Yisrael as a sapachas (a skin disease),” for their temperament is
not naturally good, and it corrupts the flesh that has a good
temperament.

And here arises a further question: how could it be that
Yisrael—who were the chosen nation with a good
character—were more drawn to idolatry than all other nations?
This matter will be further explained at length in the coming
chapters.
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[NOTE Summary

The Mabharal begins by clarifying that not all human beings are spiritually equal. Although all people share
physical form, only the Jewish people were created with a heightened Divine soul that renders them suitable
vessels for Divine actions—namely, the performance of mitzvos.

This uniqueness is revealed in the Midrashic and Talmudic accounts of Hashem offering the Torah to all nations
before giving it to Israel. Nations like Esav and Yishmael refused the Torah because their core nature leaned
toward extremity—Esav toward murder, and Yishmael toward theft and violence. Such extremes reflect flawed
inner structures, making them incompatible with the Torah’s paths of uprightness and balance.

The Maharal explains that Hashem’s ways—darkei Hashem—are only suitable for those whose souls are
prepared through balanced and upright middos. Therefore, the Torah was ultimately received only by Israel,
who were not only willing but also ontologically fit to embody Divine will. The Torah’s essence is tied to the
number eight—representing transcendence of nature (which is symbolized by seven). The seventy nations, born
from the natural order, were given seven Noahide laws, while Isracl—rooted above nature—received the Torah
which precedes creation.

Further, Chazal’s statement that ““You are called ‘Adam,” and the nations are not” is explained to mean that only
Israel reflects the full definition of Adam—one who possesses a Divine soul and is thereby fit for prophecy,
ruach hakodesh, and other lofty spiritual states. This explains why mitzvos are specifically and perfectly suited
for Israel alone.

The Maharal addresses the challenge of the righteous convert: how can someone from another nation receive
the Torah if his soul lacks this Divine preparation? His answer is profound—through conversion, the soul itself
becomes transformed and attached to the Israelite identity. However, even so, Chazal caution that converts can
pose difficulty to Israel, as their original temperament may still influence the collective.

Finally, he raises a difficult question: if Israel was so spiritually prepared, why were they more attracted to
idolatry than the nations? He promises that this paradox will be resolved in the following chapters.

Practical Takeaway

The Maharal teaches us that living a Torah life demands an inner life of balance, refinement, and spiritual
alignment. It is not enough to perform mitzvos externally—one must cultivate an inner soul-structure that
reflects uprightness and distance from extremes. We must continually refine our middos to become worthy
vessels for the Divine.

Chassidic Story

The Maharal’s Rescue of the Community Through Inner Refinement

During the Maharal's tenure in Prague, a blood libel once threatened the Jewish community before Pesach. The
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community was terrified, and the authorities were preparing arrests. But the Maharal did not rush to political
lobbying or public protest. Instead, he called for the entire community to engage in sincere teshuvah, tikkun
hamiddos, and learning Torah with deep kavannah. “Our protection comes from our spiritual state,” he told
them, “not from politics.” Miraculously, the evidence vanished, and the case collapsed before anyone was
harmed.

The story is often told alongside the legend of the Golem, but what is certain from reliable accounts is that the
Maharal always emphasized that the sanctity of the Jewish soul, when aligned with Divine action, is the true
source of protection and light.

Source: R. Shlomo Zalman Rappaport, introduction to Be’er HaGolah (Maharal); Otzar HaGedolim vol. 9;
reliable oral traditions from Prague community elders.

END NOTE]
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