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Introduction

This discourse from the Maharal of Prague (Rabbi Yehuda Loew ben Bezalel, 1520—-1609) explores a
foundational question in Jewish thought: Why did the Avos (Patriarchs) observe the commandments of the
Torah even before it was given at Sinai? The Maharal was the chief rabbi of Prague and a major figure in Jewish
philosophy, Kabbalah, and Halacha. His ideas continue to influence both scholarly and mystical Jewish

traditions.

The Maharal offers a deeply philosophical explanation: the Avos were intrinsically connected to the truth and
essence of Torah because they represented the perfected human form. Their actions were not motivated by
external command but by internal spiritual alignment with Divine wisdom. He contrasts the varying levels of
preparedness between Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov in their fulfillment of the Torah, culminating in a
nuanced understanding of prophecy, spiritual intuition, and the unique role of Israel in embodying Divine truth

even prior to revelation
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Why did the Patriarchs fulfill the Torah?

Already the first question was clarified to you. And what
appears to us in the answer to the second question is that there
were differences in levels in this matter.

For Avraham fulfilled the entire Torah according to the view of
the Sages (Yoma 28b), from which we must not deviate, neither
from their tradition nor from their wisdom.

And this is because Avraham was particularly devoted to
fulfilling the entire Torah.

And this is because the virtue of Avraham was that he cleaved
to the supernal wisdom; therefore, Avraham was specifically
connected to the Torah, which is the supernal intellect, as is
known.

For it is [taught that] three years [old] Avraham was when he
recognized his Creator (Nedarim 32a).

And since Avraham was unique in this, and not so Yitzchak and
Yaakov, for they only received from Avraham,
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therefore Avraham also fulfilled that which this supernal
intellect provides; and therefore Avraham was uniquely devoted
to fulfilling the entire Torah.

And further, you may understand with wisdom, that the
attribute of Avraham is the attribute of the Torah.

For the Torah is called “Torat Chesed” (Torah of kindness), as it
is written (Mishlei 31:26): “And the Torah of kindness is on her
tongue.”

And this is because the Torah’s ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace (Mishlei 3:17).

And even when you find in the Torah death penalties and
excisions, the purpose of the Torah is only to establish the good
in the world, so that no evil shall be found.

And this was hinted by the sages of truth in the first chapter of
Sotah (14a): “It was taught: Rabbi Simlai said: The Torah
begins with acts of kindness and ends with acts of kindness.

It begins with acts of kindness — “And Hashem made for Adam

and his wife garments of skin and clothed them” (Bereishis
3:21).

And it ends with acts of kindness, as it is written (Devarim
34:6): “And He buried him in the valley.”

In this, he described something great—that the entire purpose of
the Torah is to establish the good that shall be in the world;

and therefore its beginning is acts of kindness, which is the
doing of good for human beings, and the ultimate purpose of
the Torah is the complete good.

And this is what they said in the Midrash Yerushalmi (Shekalim
6:1): “*From His right hand, a fiery law to them’ (Devarim 33:2)
— the Torah that the Holy One, blessed be He, gave to Israel is
white fire engraved with black fire.”

The explanation is that fire is something that is not physical, for
fire has no physical substance.
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Therefore, anything that is not physical is called “fire.”

And he meant to say that the commandments of the Torah do not
contain a physical subject,

as a person might initially think — that all the matters of Torah
are a system and ethics for the maintenance of the physical
human being alone.

And for this reason, one might think the Torah’s subject is
physical — the organization of human society, as some people
have thought.

But the matter is not so, for the Torah’s subject is not physical.

Therefore it is written that it is inscribed in white fire — for fire is
non-physical,

and white represents purity and goodness.

And this is because the entire essence of Torah is to establish
divine good.

And this is the foundation upon which everything is built — to
establish divine good.

And since there is [so-called] “good” that lacks true
understanding,

but the Torah has this level — that its foundation, upon which all
is built, is the divine good, and it is true and very clear.
Therefore it says: “written in black fire” — for nothing is more
discernible and clarified than black fire, which is entirely
distinct.

Therefore, the concept of Torah includes two elements: its
foundation is the divine good, yet its words are extremely
clarified and discernible.

And further explanation will follow.

Therefore the Torah has two names: “Torat Chesed” (Mishlei
31:26), because the entire matter of the Torah is to accomplish
divine good — and this corresponds to white fire.

And it is also called “Torat Emet” (Malachi 2:6) because of the
truth of the matters, which are clarified in the Torah.
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And therefore it is engraved in black fire, which is entirely
discernible.

And because of this, Avraham—whose trait was kindness—was
fitting in and of himself for the Torah, since the Torah is “Torat
Chesed” (a Torah of kindness), and this is the trait of Avraham.
And therefore Avraham fulfilled the entire Torah from himself,
because this was his trait intrinsically—goodness and
kindness—as is known from his trait of performing acts of
kindness. Therefore the Torah is his trait.

But Yaakov, even though his trait was truth—as it is written
(Michah 7:20): “You will give truth to Yaakov, kindness to
Avraham”™—

nevertheless, it is impossible for a human being, insofar as he is
a human being, to cleave to that level, because truth is the seal of
the Holy One, blessed be He (Shabbos 55a),

and this trait—truth—is not the trait of this world, which is a
world of falsehood.

Therefore, from the standpoint of the trait of truth, this world is
not fitting for the Torah, which is truth.

Only Avraham, whose trait was kindness, is fitting for this world
specifically.

And therefore, Avraham, from this trait, was fitting to be fully
united with the Torah.

And therefore Avraham fulfilled the entire Torah.

But in the Midrash they said: “In the merit of Yaakov I gave the
Torah to Israel,” as we said in Gevuros Hashem.

And this is a different matter, and we will not elaborate on it
here. However, it will be explained soon.

And regarding Yitzchak, the mitzvah of shechitah (ritual
slaughter) is stated, as it says (Bereishis 27:3): “Please take your
gear.”

And it is known that shechitah leans toward the trait of
judgment.
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And therefore, Yitzchak’s trait was to fulfill this mitzvah, just as
Avraham’s trait was toward the entire Torah — so too was
Yitzchak’s trait toward the mitzvah of shechitah.

And the trait of Yaakov was toward the trait of Shabbos, because
Shabbos is fitting for his trait,

as it is said (Yeshayahu 58:13-14): “If you restrain your foot on
Shabbos... then I will feed you the heritage of Yaakov your
father.”

And our Sages, of blessed memory, said (Shabbos 118a):
“Whoever delights in Shabbos is given an inheritance without
bounds,”

as it is said: “And I will feed you the heritage of Yaakov your
father.”

Not like Avraham, about whom it says (Bereishis 13): “Arise,
walk through the land to its length and breadth,”

and not like Yitzchak, about whom it says (Bereishis 26:3): “For
to you and your seed I will give all these lands,”

but by Yaakov it says (Bereishis 28:14): “And you shall burst
forth to the west and to the east...”

Thus, Shabbos is fitting for the trait of Yaakov, and therefore one
who delights in it is given the inheritance of Yaakov.

And this matter is clarified to the wise through what was said
earlier: “And you shall call the Shabbos a delight and the Holy
[One] of Hashem honored.”

And the sanctification [of Hashem] is especially connected to
Yaakov, as it says (Yeshayahu 29:23): “And they shall sanctify
the Holy One of Yaakov.”

but this matter is not the place for it [to be discussed at length].

Therefore, each one fulfilled the mitzvos appropriate to his trait.

But do not say that Yitzchak fulfilled only the mitzvah of
shechitah, and Yaakov the mitzvah of Shabbos — that is not so,

for certainly they fulfilled other mitzvos as well.
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Only because these mitzvos were suited to each one according to
his trait, they are considered as though they had a personal
obligation in them,

and their reward is greater.

For when it is a command from Hashem, may He be blessed, it
is on a higher level—since it is a command from Hashem, who
desires and wills that the mitzvah be done.

And this matter is without doubt: the mitzvah is on a higher level
and in greater esteem when one is obligated in it.

And when it is optional, it is not considered as significant.

And this is what they said (Kiddushin 31a): “Greater is one who
is commanded and does than one who is not commanded and
does.”

And its explanation is only what we have said:

That a matter which is an obligation and necessity is on a higher
level than that which is optional,

for if it were not of greater level, it would not be obligatory.
And in any case, there is more greatness when the mitzvah
obligates, or is close to obligating.

And Yaakov fulfilled Shabbos, for such was fitting to his
trait—this is close to obligation, and the level is greater in this.
And therefore, the mitzvah that was fitting to each one's trait was
written regarding each one—

even though they fulfilled all the mitzvos.

These mitzvos that the verse hinted they fulfilled—were close to
obligation, and their level is higher.

For according to the trait of Avraham, it was fitting to do the
entire Torah, as was explained.

And therefore, his reward was greater than it was for others,
even though they fulfilled the mitzvos,

since it was not according to their trait, and the greatness was not
as much.
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However, all this is in positive commandments, because a
mitzvas aseh is for acquiring spiritual level and completion,

and they did not withhold themselves from acquiring perfection.
But negative commandments (lo saaseh), which do not contain
acquisition of spiritual level at all,

rather, one is obligated not to do this thing—there is no
acquisition of level in them.

Only if the transgression came to his hand and he was saved
from it, he receives reward, as stated in Kiddushin 39b.

Nonetheless, in essence, there is no reward for mitzvos lo
saaseh.

And if one is not obligated at all, why should he observe it for no
reason?

Since it was said (Kiddushin ibid) that one does not receive
reward for lo saaseh unless the sin came to his hand.

And nowhere do we find that there is reward for fulfilling a lo
saaseh.

And proof to this: women are exempt from time-bound positive
commandments (Kiddushin 29a),

and if they fulfill the mitzvah, they receive reward like one who
is not commanded and does.

But regarding lo saaseh mitzvos from which women are exempt,
if they fulfill the mitzvah, there is no reward at all.

For women are exempt from becoming impure to the dead and
from “do not round off the corners” (Kiddushin 29a),

and if they fulfill these mitzvos, there is no reward at all.

Only as we said: in the fulfillment of lo saaseh mitzvos, there is
no reward.

And so it is in that passage in Kiddushin (ibid):

And that which it says: “He sat and did not transgress — they
give him reward as one who fulfilled a mitzvah,”

that applies when the sin came to his hand and he was saved.
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If so, why should one fulfill mitzvos for no reason?

And this is not the case with positive commandments, for in the
mitzvah there is acquisition of spiritual level.

And therefore, Avraham—to whom the entire Torah was fitting,
as explained—would fulfill both positive and negative
commandments,

for the matter by him was close to being an obligation.

But the other Patriarchs fulfilled positive commandments, but
not negative commandments—

since they were not obligated in the matter—why should they
fulfill it?

And therefore, Yaakov married two sisters, and Amram
[married] his aunt,

for these are negative commandments, and since they were not
obligated, they did not fulfill.

And that which was said in Pesachim (119b) that Yaakov did not
want to bless because he had married two sisters—

this is another matter, because Yaakov, who married two sisters,
knew that he was fitting to marry two sisters.

And there is no doubt that all the matches of the Patriarchs were
not by chance, but from Hashem it was.

And because Yaakov was fitting to marry specifically
sisters—and this matter would later be prohibited—

this was somewhat a deficiency, that he was predisposed and
prepared for such a thing.

But Yitzchak, even though it was also permitted for him to marry
two sisters,

still he was not predisposed to marry two sisters—something
that would later become prohibited—

as opposed to Yaakov, who was predisposed to a matter that
would later become prohibited.

And for this reason, he did not want to bless.
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And now, you can resolve what was said (Chullin 91a): “*And
slaughter a slaughter’ (Bereishis 43:16) — prepare for them a
slaughterhouse; ‘and prepare’ — that he should remove the sciatic
nerve in their presence,”

like the one who says: Yaakov was commanded about the sciatic
nerve.

And Tosafos (ibid s.v. “b’maan”) asked: perhaps even according
to the one who says he was not commanded—maybe they
fulfilled it on their own, like shechitah.

For according to this, there is no difficulty, because there is a
great difference and distinction in this:

because the sciatic nerve is a negative commandment, and if
they were not obligated—they would not fulfill.

But shechitah is a positive commandment—they certainly would
fulfill, even though they had not yet been commanded,

as was explained above, and there is no doubt in this
explanation.

And further, this resolves the great difficulty in the chapter Ko/
Shaah (Pesachim 40b) regarding garments of kilayim (forbidden
mixtures), that it is permitted to make from them a shroud for the
dead.

And Tosafos there (Rosh Hashanah Achal) asked: this should be
loeg larash (mocking the poor), for it is forbidden to enter a
cemetery wearing a garment with tzitzis, because of loeg larash
(Berachos 18a).

So too here, wearing kilayim [after death] should also be loeg
larash.

But according to our explanation, there is no difficulty at
all—since the dead is exempt from mitzvos, if he does not fulfill
a negative commandment,

there is no disgrace toward the dead. For one who is obligated in
mitzvos and fulfills a lo saaseh,

and one who is not obligated in mitzvos—Iike this case where
there’s no need to fulfill the mitzvah of kilayim—they are equal.

720" (X XX PPIM) MRRT T 77 Y07 A0YR
na 032 ¥y19 — (170,30 NWRI2) 'Mav
D192 YT T3 iy — o' ;henwia”,

Y33 T3 9¥ 2P MI0EI MNT N3,

18 2y AR Rpy ('R0’ 777 OW) NIDYIRA R
2,000 17 DREYR XY — NOXI XD MNT
Y.

12 W 9373 W9 197 02 ,RWR TR A1 007 03

P N7 OXY LR APYR X9 M¥n AwIT T3 02
DMIRR 17 X7 — DO

X — DR 1 ORTI ALY NI A0 TY 98
NO¥I X7 PIVY 23 %Y,

7] WIN92 POD 1R ,A7YNY? NNy ).

D°TRP) YW 22 P93 AT XWR A12 vIN) TIN
T390 T NIVY? Ry DRI T2 PER (2,0
nny.

U2 3912 37 17 (928 717) ni9gin3 oy wpm
M"37 WYX 13 w7y nohu3 0197 10K KT
R, nidR) W2 3912 37 0w ,niNIRD).

DOR72 NU27 W7 2912 037 03 .

T2 MY NRY 112,997 KR XD 1027 0N
apyn X2 N1gn 7R K2 oR ,nived —

NI 220RY 1 03 ,Nwa 2Y TR0 IR TR
yyn X2 nxn o,

D77 TI% PRY 7 133 — Nigna 22 IPRY
DI — Apyn X5 NIgn ovpn 08,0072 MR
oMW o7.

Powered By: ChassidusNow.com

10


http://chassidusnow.com/donate
http://chassidusnow.com

77’02

The Maharal of Prague

LRTWS NIRON

The Splendor of Israel

Chapter 20

For the obligated person, when he fulfills the mitzvah and does
not transgress, has not sinned—but also has not gained
perfection.

So too the exempt one—though he did not fulfill the mitzvah,
since he is exempt, he did not sin and did not acquire any
perfection.

Therefore, this is not loeg larash.

But when one does not fulfill a positive commandment—even
though he is exempt—it is not the same as one who is obligated
and fulfills it.

For this one acquired perfection, and the other—even though
exempt—acquired no perfection at all.

And because he did not acquire perfection, this is loeg larash.

And this matter is clear, and there is no doubt in this explanation.

It is found in the Midrash that Yaakov said to Esav: “With Lavan
I sojourned” (Bereishis 32:5), “and yet I kept the 613 mitzvos.”

If so, it is proven that Yaakov observed the entire Torah like
Avraham.

And according to this, we must say that Yaakov too was
prepared for the entire Torah like Avraham.

And the reason is as we have said: the Torah is called “Torah of
Chesed,” as it says (Mishlei 31:26): “And the Torah of kindness
is on her tongue.”

And because of this, Avraham—whose trait was
chesed—merited the Torah, as was explained.

So too, the Torah is called “Torat Emes” (Malachi 2:6), because
it contains the clarified truth.

And therefore, Yaakov—whose trait was truth—merited the
Torah, as it is written (Michah 7:20): “You will give truth to
Yaakov, kindness to Avraham...”

Therefore, each one—Avraham and Yaakov—were fitting for the
entire Torah: Avraham for the kindness and goodness in the
Torah, and Yaakov for the truth in the Torah.

Ay X7 — 72y N2 M¥na o WK 200 03
Ny IR X9 R

0D KT 11 ,MERT O K7 TWKD 1097 AR
nMPY oI 73R K) Run Ay &Y —

w7 317 X2 PR 72707,

RITY 23 2¥ A% ,7WY N¥n P X7 WK 728
D°P) 1272 220 RITY M7 0D ApiT IR 70D
akieh

IR X9 — 709 XY AR — A1) MY AR MY
293 MY

W7 3312 °37 1 137 — NMRY 3R XY 1.

A1 W23 PRY TRY LI A7 7370

"R73 137 0" Y7 MR PP YT W
nign 3"1A 127977y AR" (7,277 NWRI3)
,nj@g’n

D72 2 77IRT 92 Y 2pYW N 120N,

227 12703 197 W7 3Py °2 M T A7 0
D772 13 7RG,

MIA" — KPR ANRTY 17RY 03 oY)

2y 700 NN (73 X" °2Wn) 2707 ," 790
M

,AIRT 98,7007 INTRY 0773 7131 72 2w
W1ANTY 3.

2y ,(1,2°98%1) "R nIR" — 77T RpD )

W27 MR A3 U oY,

2°N279 ,77I0T 98 MR INTRY 2PN 127 27
] "D TO0 2PV NeX AR (0,7 12M)'

28 OMINT — 2PY? 17,0713 17,708 92 M7 797
ATIA2Y 270 7907 T DN ;7R 23
TIP2Y DRI TR 2PY).

Powered By: ChassidusNow.com

11


http://chassidusnow.com/donate
http://chassidusnow.com

77’02

The Maharal of Prague

LRIWS NRON

The Splendor of Israel

Chapter 20

And according to this, what he said: “I fulfilled all 613 mitzvos,”
even though he married two sisters—he meant that these two
sisters he married through Divine inspiration. Just as they
fulfilled the entire Torah through ruach hakodesh, so too certain
prohibitions were permitted to them through ruach hakodesh.
And because Yaakov did not marry any two sisters except these
two, he fulfilled the commandment “You shall not take a woman
in addition to her sister” (Vayikra 18:18). Only these two sisters,
whom he married through Divine inspiration, are the exception,
because there is no doubt that the marriages of the Avos were
ordained by Hashem through ruach hakodesh.

And according to this, it is proper to say that Yitzchak Avinu
also, who was one of the Patriarchs and who possessed the lofty
level and was close to the level of the Torah, also fulfilled the
entire Torah.

However, in any case, there is a difference and distinction
between them: for Avraham, who was fully prepared for the
Torah—as if he had been commanded—and therefore it is
written about him (Bereishis 26:5): “Because Avraham obeyed
My voice and kept My charge, My commandments, My statutes,
and My laws.”

But Yaakov was not as fully suited to the Torah as to be
considered as if he had been commanded by Hashem. And
Yitzchak was not even as prepared for the Torah as Yaakov, as
we said. Nevertheless, they all fulfilled the Torah of their own
initiative. And now everything has been explained properly, and
there is no doubt in the truth of these words. And we have
already expanded upon this in Parshas Vayigash in the
commentary Gur Aryeh.

[NOTE Summary
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The Maharal begins by addressing the Talmudic claim that the Patriarchs kept the entire Torah before it was
given, posing the central question: Why would they observe a system of commandments that had not yet been

revealed or commanded?
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He explains that the Avos were spiritually attuned to the Divine order; their actions stemmed from an inner
clarity that aligned with the Torah’s objective truths. Just as someone might naturally respond with reverence
before a king, the Avos naturally gravitated toward the behaviors that later became formalized as mitzvos. This
was not due to external obligation but because of their inner holiness and readiness for spiritual truth.

The Maharal then explores the concept of spiritual preparation: Avraham was entirely predisposed to Torah, and
therefore his observance was as if he had been commanded. Yitzchak and Yaakov, while also spiritually great,
were not on the same level of complete readiness, and their Torah observance reflected different degrees of
intuitive alignment rather than full prophetic equivalence.

A key insight follows from this: While all three Avos fulfilled the Torah voluntarily, their motivations and
spiritual capabilities varied. This explains seeming contradictions, such as Yaakov marrying two sisters—a
practice prohibited by Torah law. The Maharal explains that this was permitted through ruach hakodesh (Divine
spirit), showing that their fulfillment of Torah operated within a different framework than the Sinai covenant.

He concludes that despite these distinctions, the observance of the Torah by the Avos was real, valid, and deeply
aligned with its essence. Their actions were rooted in a metaphysical harmony with Divine will, which was later
formalized at Sinai for all of Israel.

Practical Takeaway

Spiritual greatness is not only about obeying explicit rules but about internalizing Divine truth so deeply that
our actions naturally reflect it. We can aspire to align ourselves with Hashem's will not just through obedience,
but through inner refinement that allows us to sense what is right even before being told.

Chassidic Story

The Maharal once traveled to Vienna to plead for the safety of his community during a time of danger.
On his journey, he stayed in a small town where he insisted on davening alone in his room rather than joining
the synagogue. When asked why, he replied: "Sometimes, prayer from the lips is enough. But sometimes one
must reach directly from the soul to Heaven, and that path cannot be shared." Years later, it was revealed that
during that solitary prayer, the Maharal had foreseen the decrees against the Jews and nullified them through
spiritual channels. His alignment with Divine will was so complete that his silent pleas echoed louder than the
world’s proclamations.

(Source: Maasei Maharal, Prague traditions)
END NOTE]
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