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Chapter 19
Introduction

This powerful exposition from the Maharal of Prague addresses a foundational question in Jewish thought: Why
were the Patriarchs (Avos) given only individual commandments rather than the full Torah? Drawing on
Talmudic sources, Midrashim, and the deep metaphysical insights of his own sefer Gevuros Hashem, the

Mabharal explores the unique spiritual roles of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, and why specific mitzvos—such

as bris milah and gid hanasheh—were given to them personally. Through the lens of symbolic anatomy and
divine connection, the Maharal unravels the cosmic shift that began with Avraham’s circumcision and
culminated in Yaakov's engraved presence on the Divine Throne. This discourse weaves together halachic,
aggadic, and kabbalistic threads to explain how certain mitzvos were organically suited to the essence of each

Patriarch.
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Why were specific commandments given only to the Patriarchs?

We must explain: After we have stated that the Torah is
particularly fitting for Israel, as was explained in the previous
chapter, if so, why was circumcision given to Abraham (Genesis
17:9-14)?

A second question: For according to the opinion of our Sages of
blessed memory, who said in Tractate Yoma (28b) that
Abraham fulfilled the entire Torah, as it says (Genesis 26:5):
“Because Abraham listened to My voice and kept My charge,
My commandments, My statutes, and My laws.”

And the Talmud there says: Should we say he fulfilled only the
seven Noachide laws and circumcision? Why then do I need
“My statutes and My laws”? Rather, Abraham fulfilled even
Eruvei Tavshilin. As it says “My laws” — one refers to the
Written Torah, and one to the Oral Torah.

And from this it appears that Abraham alone fulfilled the entire
Torah. Why was it specifically he, and not the other Patriarchs?

And in Bereishis Rabbah (65:13) they said regarding Yitzchak,
that he warned Esav to slaughter properly, as they said: “Please
take your gear” (Genesis 27:3) — take your weapons, so that
you do not feed me unkosher meat.

And in the chapter “Gid Hanasheh” (Chullin 91a), Rabbi Yose
bar Chanina said: What is meant by (Genesis 43:16), “Slaughter
a slaughter and prepare”? He designated for them a
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slaughterhouse. “And prepare” — he removed the sciatic nerve
in their presence.

According to Rabbi Yehudah, who says: The sciatic nerve is
forbidden even to the descendants of Noach.

And when Abraham came, he was commanded regarding
circumcision. It is known that “orlah” (foreskin) refers to
blockage and covering, and anything hidden and separated is
called orlah.

And this is in every place where it says (Deuteronomy 10:16):
“the foreskin of the heart,” meaning that the matter does not
enter the heart and is separated from it.

And likewise, “foreskin of the ear” (Jeremiah 6:10) — a
covering over the ear.

And every matter that separates and divides one thing from
another has a blockage and a covering that separates — this is
the orlah.

And all the generations until Abraham — all those generations
were under nature and were not separated from nature.

Until Abraham came, and Hashem, blessed be He, chose him, as
it is written (Nechemiah 9:7): “You are Hashem, the God, who
chose Abram.”

And He brought them out from nature, until nature no longer
separated between Hashem, blessed be He, and the creations.

For nature, which is material, separates between Hashem,
blessed be He, and the creations.

Until Abraham came, and with him there was a connection with
Hashem, blessed be He, who chose him and took them out from
nature, so that there would no longer be separation or blockage
between Hashem and man.

And then He commanded to remove the orlah — which is the
blockage.

And circumcision is the covenant and the connection that exists
with Hashem, blessed be He, because Hashem took him out
from nature.
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Therefore, the orlah, which is the blockage that man is born with
by nature, Hashem commanded to remove it on the eighth day
(Genesis 17:12) — which is after the seven days of nature, as we
explained above at length.

Therefore, circumcision was given to Abraham specifically.

And this matter was revealed by the sages of truth in the first
chapter of Berachos (7b): Rabbi Yochanan said in the name of
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai: From the day that the Holy One,
blessed be He, created the world, there was no man who called
Him “Master” until Abraham came and called Him “Master,” as
it is said (Genesis 15:8): “And he said, My Master, Hashem,
how will I know that I shall inherit it?”

They explained this with wisdom: That there was no union and
connection between the Holy One, blessed be He, and the world
until Abraham came.

For the material nature blocked and separated between Hashem,
blessed be He, and the world — until Abraham came.

And therefore he called Hashem “Master” (Adon), for a master
is joined and connected to the one he rules over, and is not
separate from him.

And this matter is known to one who knows the secrets of
wisdom and understanding.

Therefore, until Abraham, He was not called “Master”” — until
Abraham came.

And this is the removal of the orlah (foreskin) which was
commanded to Abraham — it is the separation and covering
between Hashem, who is exalted, and man.

And this matter is very clear — that this is why circumcision
was given to Abraham.

Jacob came and was commanded regarding the sinew of the
thigh (Gid Hanasheh).

This matter is explained in Gevuros Hashem (Chapter 66), why
Jacob in particular was commanded regarding Gid Hanasheh,
and it is not appropriate to repeat what was already explained
there.
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For Jacob in particular was worthy of the commandment of Gid
Hanasheh. See there and you will find it explained.
The general principle: Jacob was fitting to be commanded in this
mitzvah, because the sinew was distant from the level of man
and from the sanctity of Jacob.
And for this reason, the angel could not prevail over Jacob
(Genesis 32:26), because man is created in the image of God,
and Jacob especially had that level of image.
Except for the thigh, which is distant from the image — as
explained in Gevuros Hashem, see there.
And because Jacob in particular had the level of the image that is
engraved on the Throne of Glory (Chullin 91b), as we explained
there at length, therefore he could only be affected at the Gid
Hanasheh.
And see there — you will find profound things.
The general rule: Each mitzvah that was commanded to each
individual was a mitzvah that was relevant and personally
associated with him.
And therefore, it was fitting that this particular mitzvah be given
to him.
And now the first question is resolved: Since Abraham was not
commanded in the entire Torah, and likewise Jacob, why were
they given individual mitzvos?
Because this is according to the nature of things — that those
particular mitzvos were suited to them.
And since those mitzvos were connected to them, they were
commanded in them.

And this suffices as an answer to the first question.

[NOTE Summary
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The Maharal opens by asking why the Avos were given only specific mitzvos and not the entire Torah. The
Talmud (Yoma 28b) tells us that Avraham fulfilled the whole Torah voluntarily—even eruv tavshilin. Similarly,
Midrashim show that Yitzchak and Yaakov observed mitzvos, such as careful shechitah and Shabbos
boundaries. Yet halachically, only particular mitzvos were actually commanded to them: milah to Avraham, and

gid hanasheh to Yaakov. Why?
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The Mabharal explains that each mitzvah was divinely suited to the person it was given to. Avraham,
representing the first human to transcend nature and form an active bond with Hashem, was chosen for
milah—the removal of the orlah, which symbolizes separation and blockage. Before Avraham, the natural
world created a divide between man and God. Avraham’s circumcision marked a metaphysical transformation,
breaking through the material veil that distanced humanity from divinity.

Yaakov, by contrast, had the spiritual stature of the Divine image engraved upon the Heavenly Throne (as stated
in Chullin 91b). The one place the angel could wound him was the gid hanasheh—the sciatic nerve on the
thigh—because it is the part furthest removed from the image of God in man. This distance made the gid an
appropriate location for spiritual confrontation and symbolic refinement. The mitzvah of abstaining from it
reflects this unique interaction.

Thus, mitzvos were not assigned randomly. Each one was a spiritual expression of that individual's unique role
in the divine plan. The Maharal concludes that the question is now resolved: Avraham and Yaakov were not
commanded in the full Torah because the full system of mitzvos had not yet been revealed. Rather, they were
each given specific commandments that corresponded exactly to their spiritual nature and mission.

Practical Takeaway

Mitzvos are not just laws—they are deeply personalized connections between a soul and its Creator. Each Jew
has specific areas in Torah that uniquely resonate with their essence. Instead of viewing mitzvos as generic
obligations, we can seek to understand how certain practices uniquely refine us. Like Avraham and Yaakov, our
divine service can become deeply aligned with who we truly are—removing blockages, elevating our nature,
and forging a direct relationship with Hashem.

Chassidic Story

The Maggid of Mezritch once asked his student, Reb Pinchas of Koretz, what he found most precious in serving
Hashem. Reb Pinchas answered, “The mitzvah that was hardest for me to do.” The Maggid nodded and said,
“That is because the hardest mitzvah for you is your own ‘gid hanasheh’—the place where your angel tries to
hold you back. That’s the one that most truly belongs to you.”

This echoes the Maharal’s teaching: the mitzvah that corresponds to your essence is not always the easiest, but
it is the most transformative. Just as Avraham had to remove the orlah—his physical and spiritual
covering—and just as Yaakov’s struggle was embedded in his very body, our personal struggles often point us
to our most meaningful service.

Source: Shem uSheerit (Reb Pinchas of Koretz, Warsaw 1903), p. 19, and Shivchei haMaggid, story 11.
END NOTE]
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