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Introduction
This profound discourse by the Maharal of Prague—one of the greatest Jewish thinkers and mystics of the 16th
century—dives into the nature of Torah, mitzvos, and the human being as the pinnacle of creation. The Maharal
(Rabbi Yehuda Loew, 1512—-1609), who lived in Prague and was a contemporary of the Ramah and Rema, was
known for his synthesis of Kabbalistic thought, philosophy, and halacha. He led a distinguished yeshiva and is
often associated with mystical traditions, including the legend of the Golem. His influence endures through his
works like Netzach Yisrael, Tiferes Yisrael, and Gevuros Hashem.

In this maamar, the Maharal explores why there are 365 negative commandments and 248 positive ones, and
how these correlate to the human being. With astonishing depth, he reveals how Torah is the supreme blueprint

of existence and how each mitzvah refines either the form or function of man. The Maharal distinguishes
between "form" (tzurah) and "matter" (chomer), and demonstrates that Torah doesn't only guide man—it

elevates him to become a reflection of divine perfection.
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There are 365 negative commandments and 248 positive commandments, corresponding to the structure

of man.

The paths and actions that lead to success are the
commandments of the Torah; without them, one would remain
merely in potential, as will yet be explained.

These mitzvos are like a rope that lifts a person from the depths
of the pit—this lowly world—to the higher world, to seat him
with the King, Hashem Tzevakos, face to face, as will also be
explained.

For the mitzvos refine a person from his physical nature, until
he is no longer a naturally material being of coming into
existence and passing away, like the physical things which are
transient.

All the mitzvos are logically mandated by reason to be done this
way and that. And when a person fulfills a mitzvah which
intellect mandates, he thereby draws his soul out of its material
nature and connects it with intellect, for the Divine intellect
mandates the mitzvah.

And this is the purification and refinement of our soul, as will
be explained.
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And the number of mitzvos by which one’s soul emerges from
darkness to light, as our sages of blessed memory said at the end
of Makkos (23b): Rabbi Simlai expounded, 613 mitzvos were
given to Moshe—365 negative mitzvos, corresponding to the
days of the solar year, and 248 positive mitzvos, corresponding
to the organs of the human body.

Rav Hamnuna said: What is the source? (Devarim 33:4) “Torah
tzivah lanu Moshe morasha.” The word “Torah” in gematria is
611. And “Anochi” and “Lo Yihyeh Lecha” (the first two of the
Ten Commandments, in Shemos 20:2—3)—we heard directly
from the Mighty One.

And there is no doubt that the number and count of the Divine
commandments were not by happenstance, for there is no
randomness in such Divine matters.

Furthermore, he did not attribute the number to chance
occurrences, rather he explained that the number of negative
mitzvos corresponds to the days of the solar year, and the
number of positive mitzvos to the limbs of a person—and there
1s meaning in these connections.

And if we say that the number of negative
commandments—365—is to warn a person each day not to
transgress a “do not do,” and the positive
commandments—248—are to instruct a person to fulfill the
commandments with all his limbs, then it would also have been
possible for the inverse to be true: that the negative
commandments would be 248, warning each of a person’s limbs
not to transgress a “do not do,” and the positive commandments
365, instructing each day to perform the mitzvos.

All the more so, this proves that this is not merely a symbolic

hint or allusion (remez), for such matters are not fitting regarding

Divine things, which do not occur by accident or arbitrary
structure. Therefore, this statement is one of the deep teachings.
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Know: When Hashem, blessed be He, desired to merit a
person—to acquire for him eternal existence through the Divine
mitzvos—it could not be done through only one type of
commandment.

One category is that he should not alter his essential form and
existence upon which he was created. For if he alters the
essential form upon which he was created, there is a change from
what is fitting for human existence, and thus that existence is
disrupted.

These are the negative commandments—"do not do"—which
ensure that a person does not deviate from what is fitting to his
true existence.

For example, illicit relations, adultery, theft, and similar
prohibitions—all prevent corruption of human essence.

Even though we do not know the reasons for the
commandments, nevertheless we know that all negative
commandments are departures from the straight and proper
existence that intellect mandates. And deviation from upright,
essential form is destruction and ruin to that being.

The second category consists of the positive commandments. As
we have already said (Chapters 2—3), man is not yet at his
ultimate Divine level; rather, he exists only in potential, and he
must acquire actual perfection through the Divine
commandments.

And as was explained to you above in the previous
chapters—even if a person acquires this material world and its
apparent qualities, he has not acquired the World to
Come—which is not a physical realm—except through the
Divine actions (i.e., mitzvos), by which he merits the
transcendent world.

When you contemplate the nature of this world, it divides into
two parts encompassing all of existence: One is the lower realm,
generally described as being “under the sun,” and it is ruled by
the sun.

DINT DY NI37 77207 QW3 737 WRD VT
WO X L,NIRYRT NI OV N1IYIT NIty
Ni¥D 1R 1Y 7Y 7 NIR NIty

WY INIREH DY AW W KoY — TN Pond
K727 W IMNVED DY 7307 DX 2 .19Y KO
NIRXRY 2N RITY 71 MY 39 W g Y
IMIRPER? TRHT R, 0T

— 07 NiYRE 98 P3¢ ,'Tpyn X% nign on 19K
IMIRP¥R 98 IR RITY 72 12 DIRT R XY

nignd 12 072 Y1) ,7230 2X3) MBK N2°Y3I).

VT3 0Py 23n ,Ni¥RT oYy Y7 X7 20K 2 AN
I3 T Y] 07 'pyn X7 nign 22y 072
T T IR L2 WY T MIRCERT

PHR TIDR) TODT RIT NINXNT.

DR79) 10N 129 .Y Nign 07 — 1Wa pona
PR 1IORG IN3YTRR OTRE R 02 (-2
2y92 NMWI MIRIY 1781, 7273 1723 KT 19N
NIRRT NigRT 10N

ARY ,DMTIPT DP9 A7y 77 ANy
TR N2 Va3 YR f3T 07 M3fp o7 ox

ni9YOT 2770y OX 03 — MW IPRY — K27 07
97237 0737 NI a7 YY1 ,NIRRRT.

107 P21, 021 NINTER2 119200 WK
PRI N — TN SIINVYRT 93 09710 ,0°p7n
WRYT WRWE NOn T70R 19932 X 1iAnng
iNIR 9993.

Powered By: ChassidusNow.com



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

77’02

The Maharal of Prague

LRTWS NINDN

The Splendor of Israel

Chapter 4

For the sun is the king of the natural world, and the world of
nature is organized under its domain. As we find in Scripture,
whenever one wishes to describe all of reality, it is said to be
“under the sun,” as it is written (Koheles 1:3): “What profit does
a man have from all his labor under the sun?” and (Koheles 1:14)
“I saw all the deeds done under the sun,” and so throughout.

The sun preserves the order of the natural world through its
movement and cycles, as it rules the natural realm—Iike a king
who upholds the structure of his domain so that none deviate
from the proper order. So too the sun governs this world. As it
says (Tehillim 136:8): “The sun for dominion by day.”

This is the first category.

The second category is man alone, who stands distinct from the
rest of creation. He is not included with the other beings, for all
was created for his sake. How then could the servant be included
with the master? Such a thing is inconceivable. Therefore, man is
a separate category unto himself.

He is also distinct from the first category of existence, which
does not change from the order upon which it was created. These
other entities do not acquire any additional perfection beyond
what they were created with—they remain as they are, as
explained in Chapter 3.

But man—who is this second category—is capable of deviating
from the proper order, and also of attaining levels beyond what
he originally had. Just as the sun is a king, so too man is a king,
for everything is given into his domain.
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Man’s kingship is that he brings perfection to all lower beings,
for everything was created to serve him. Through him, they gain
form and completeness—just like a king completes his realm.

And man is the opposite of all other beings. All beings under the
sun do not attain higher levels than those for which they were
created—but they also do not deviate from their ordained order.
Man, however, attains more than he began with—but he also
deviates from the order.

And when the prophets would rebuke the Jewish people, they
would do so with metaphors drawn from the visible world, such
as the prophet Yeshayahu said (Yeshayahu 1:3): “The ox knows
its owner,” etc. And Moshe, the master of all prophets, said
(Devarim 32:1): “Give ear, O heavens.”

And it is stated in the Midrash (Devarim 30:19) on this: He said
to them, “Look at the heavens and the earth and all that is in
them, which I created to serve you—they receive no reward or
punishment, yet they have not changed from their nature.

Have you ever seen the sun go toward the west? Or did you sow
wheat and the ground produced barley? If you fulfill the
commandments, you will be rewarded; if not, you will be
punished—all the more so.”

Nevertheless, a person’s superiority is through Divine actions.
As was explained earlier (Chapter 2), the deeds of man are more
beautiful and praiseworthy than the acts of nature—even though
they are also Divine acts. And this matter is unique to man.

And when Hashem, may He be blessed, wished to purify the
Jewish people through the two types of mitzvos—*“do not do”
and “do”—He gave Israel a number of negative mitzvos equal to
the days of the solar year.
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For we have already said that the sun preserves the order of the
created beings, and its days are 365. These 365 days complete
the true dominion of the sun—just as the limbs complete the
person. Through the sun’s 365 days, its rule is fulfilled.

Thus, this number—365—is inherently capable of maintaining
order and preventing deviation from the order of existence.

Therefore, when Hashem gave the Torah to Israel—who are
considered the essence of existence, just as the sun and man
represent all existence—He gave them 365 negative
commandments, corresponding to the solar year, which preserves
the order of reality.

For since the order of existence in its entirety is governed by the
number 365—the days of the sun—He gave Israel 365 “do not
do” commandments, by which the order is preserved. And
through observing the negative commandments, there is no
deviation from the order.

And He gave them also 248 positive commandments, which are
acquisitions of action—through which a person acquires virtue
and perfection. These correspond to the second category of
existence, which is man.

For man possesses the ability to acquire spiritual elevation,
which is not found in the first category of existence, for it does
not acquire anything at all—it remains as it was created.

And man alone possesses the power to acquire elevation. And
the limbs of man are the completeness of the human form.

Do not think like some people do—namely physicians—that the
human limbs are merely natural, like those of other living beings.
This is not so at all. For such doctors are mistaken fools who do
not truly understand the form of man and his limbs, which are all
Divine.

Therefore, a person’s limbs are his perfection. And through his
limbs—which are 248—he was created in the image of God.
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And through this he becomes king over the lower realms, as it is
written (Bereishis 1:26): “Let us make man in our image... and
let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the
heavens.”

Therefore, the number of mitzvos—being the perfection of
man—corresponds to the number of his limbs, which are also the
measure of his completeness and greatness, through which he is
in the image of God.

And the perfection and greatness of the mitzvos follows from
this perfection—that man was created in the image of God.
Through this, man becomes the perfection of all lower existence.

And if you contemplate this matter more deeply, you will know
and understand that the sun and man are two kings.

For the sun rules over the world, as the verse says (Bereishis
1:16): “To govern the day,” and man rules over the creatures as
well, as it says (Bereishis 1:26): “And let them rule over the fish
of the sea and the birds of the heavens.” This matter is explained.

One of these rulers is a physical ruler, for the sun is entirely
physical; while the second ruler is transcendent, for man is not
entirely physical—both because of his Divine soul, and because
of what is said about him (Bereishis 9:6): “For in the image of
God He made man.”

Both because he has a holy soul and because his form contains a
Divine element—known to those who understand the secrets of
wisdom. In any case, man surely possesses something
transcendent.

So we see these are two distinct entities: one is a ruler with a
physical body, and the other has a non-physical, transcendent
element. Whatever the interpretation of “in the image of God”
may be, the bottom line is that man possesses something Divine
and separate.
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Now, the sun and man are the most elevated elements in this
world. For this world is composed of matter and form. The
loftiest matter belongs to the sun, for it has refined substance.
The loftiest form belongs to man, which is spiritual.

Therefore, these two are considered kings, because they are the
highest among all beings in this world. Man is considered
“form” relative to all beings—even to the sun.

It is known that sin comes from matter, not from form.
Therefore, the negative commandments, which prohibit sin,
correspond to the days of the sun—which has no deviation from
order, despite being physical. This matter is further explained in
Chapter 13—see there.

Therefore, women are obligated in the negative commandments
just as men are (Kiddushin 29a), even though their level is more
material. For the “do not do” mitzvos relate to materiality, and
this is discussed further elsewhere.

But positive commandments that are time-bound—women are
exempt from them (ibid.), because the mitzvah of “do” relates to
form, and form is the perfection of man. His perfection is
through the positive commandments.

And you should have no doubt that the number of the solar
days—365—relates to the sun exactly as it is. And likewise, the
number of man’s limbs—248—relates exactly to man as he is.
There is no doubt in this.

And we have already said: these two—the sun and man—are the
most elevated in this world, and only they are called kings and
rulers. The sun is a ruler and king who preserves order so it is
not disrupted, as is the task of a king. And man is likewise a king
who completes the people—thus man completes existence.

°2 .77 07192 197y NPT — oTRT WRwT 1Im
aniPa MNTY .NP721 XY N 2 v a3 0Rive
N9 T W 2 W 02 W X — 117y
DX — NP7 AP

DY 787 ,0°37% DAY 07 DI 178 799
TN QYD) DTRTY 10 0712 2ORYNID D0PhY

TToT

WRWD 7% AN ,072 DORENIT N

XD TR ND ,W@'ﬂa TR RIT RQTT 0D VT
R — Xun APy KoY ,alpyn X5 nign 9207

2 A%, 1700 TR TRXY A PRY LTR00 i) T2
QY ¥ 3" P92 TV INIANY A7 127 .N0W3 KoL

D°W37 172 NI APYR X9 nign 93 7707
IR 72 AR L,(X 03 PUITR) DWINT 123 ,19703
,12703 N7 T8 Ayn X9 nin 03 .nnn

IR DiPRI T AL T

D°W33 Tn NTI0D — T AW ARY Nixn 19K
"D ,ART TRN X7 M7 AWY nign 3 ,(aY)
niYn TEH X7 INRFW) ,OTRT MWW RO AT
Y.

DIV M NI 190 °2 ,pRY 77 M X7

7172 °D3 1RNT X 7R 120n D0NN ,7"0Y
,M1"727 D7 DIRT 212N 129RY 7 1) .NKIAW

,DT¥ RITY 7122 °D3 DTN Y 13X 190» 270N
P29 M2 TX).

077 — DR WRWT — 073W 19X °2 31728 1291
D°J7% DAY 7292 0,73 D793 19y 03
I 771 DWW RIT W ;073 DOwing
DINTY -T297 T XY 3,730y X9y 1700
Y 077w DTN 72,097 DY 279WRT 79 19703
NIRYnIT.

Powered By: ChassidusNow.com



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

77’02

The Maharal of Prague

LRTWS NINDN

The Splendor of Israel

Chapter 4

However, what is even more exalted—"By it kings reign"
(Mishlei 8:15)—is the Torah, which is even higher in the world,
and by it kings rule.

Therefore, the Torah corresponds to these two types of kings:
one, whose role is not to deviate from order, associated with the
level of “do not do”; the other, whose role is to bring
completion—associated with positive commandments.

For it is fitting that the Torah should contain both “do not do”
commandments, which preserve the order so one does not
transgress the law—Iike a king who preserves his people from
disorder—and also positive commandments, which complete the
people—Ilike a king who brings perfection to his nation.

These two ideas correspond to matter and form. And the concept
is as clear as the sun to one who understands, though we have
elaborated on it elsewhere.

The general principle: Hashem gave man the Torah so that he
may attain the highest level in existence—either by maintaining
the elevated state he was created in without falling into evil and
deficiency, or by acquiring greater perfection through the
positive commandments.

And in the Midrash (Zohar I, 170b), it says: Hashem gave 248
positive commandments to Israel corresponding to the limbs of
man, and 365 “do not do” commandments corresponding to the
365 sinews in the human body.

This Midrash supports what we have explained. The Midrash
places everything within man, because he contains both the
transcendent Divine element and the physical non-transcendent
body.

Therefore, He gave 248 positive commandments—which perfect
man—corresponding to his limbs, because the limbs reflect his
form, and that form is the transcendent image of God, as
explained earlier.
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And corresponding to this He gave 248 positive commandments
that bring about man’s perfection. And He gave him 365 “do not
do” commandments corresponding to his sinews, which are not
his form but sustain the body, ensuring continuity without
deviation.

Therefore, there are 365 negative commandments—to ensure
man does not deviate physically from the proper order. This is
not man’s perfection, but rather sustains his bodily integrity.
And there is no contradiction between Rabbi Simlai’s teaching
and this Midrash. According to Rabbi Simlai, all existence is one
entity, and the world is like matter to man, who is its form and
perfection. Therefore, the Torah corresponds to both sun and
man.

But according to the Midrash, man is a distinct transcendent
entity, equal in weight to all else. Therefore, the 365 negative
and 248 positive commandments correspond entirely to man.

And it is fitting to deeply contemplate these ideas, for they are
very great matters. It is impossible to write more, for they are
very deep. Yet there is no doubt in them for one who knows how
to understand words of truth and uprightness. They are further
explained elsewhere.

[NOTE Summary
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The discourse begins by explaining why the Torah comprises 365 /o sa'aseh (prohibitive commandments) and
248 aseh (positive commandments), corresponding respectively to the sinews and limbs of the human body.
Drawing from both Midrash and philosophical frameworks, the Maharal presents man as the microcosm of all
creation—so much so that the totality of mitzvos aligns with his very structure.

The Torah, being the most exalted form of wisdom—"13%1> 0°3%1 72"—contains within it both the preservation
of cosmic order (through the prohibitions) and the advancement of perfection (through the positive actions).

Negative commandments represent guarding form—ensuring man does not deviate from his intended design.

Positive commandments are the tools of completion—they perfect man by aligning his actions with his divine

purpose.

Through the metaphor of kingship, the Maharal compares these mitzvos to the two roles of a king: the one who

guards societal order and prevents chaos (parallel to /o sa’aseh), and the one who actively develops and

enriches the nation (parallel to aseh). Torah, as the supreme wisdom, must contain both.
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He then goes deeper, explaining that limbs (eivarim) represent the essential form (tzurah) of man—his divine
image—while sinews (gidin) support the function and structure. Therefore, the aseh mitzvos correspond to
limbs, actively revealing divine form, while /o sa’aseh relate to sinews, guarding the body from deformity or
misdirection.

This dual system also reflects two views: one, that man is the central axis of all reality (R. Simlai), and two, that
man is a distinct spiritual being balanced against all creation (Zoharic Midrash). Either way, Torah exists
entirely for the sake of man’s completion—both preserving his essence and elevating it beyond nature.

The Maharal concludes that this integrated system of Torah and man—Ilimb and mitzvah, form and function—is
unified in a single source of truth, rooted in divine wisdom, and meant to be unlocked by those who seek its
depth.

Practical Takeaway

You are not just observing mitzvos—you are the mitzvah. Every positive action you do corresponds to a divine
channel of light within you; every restraint you exercise preserves your spiritual design. See yourself as a living
embodiment of Torah. Approach each mitzvah not just as a command, but as a sculptor's touch—chiseling you
into a reflection of the Divine. And just like a king both protects and uplifts his people, so too your service of
Hashem must involve both holding the line and pushing the world forward.

Chassidic Story

The Maharal once hosted a delegation of noblemen and scholars at his home. One of them mockingly asked,
“Rabbi, your people claim that Torah was given by God—but why does your law care about things so minute:
the placement of fringes, the cut of a parchment, the direction of a mezuzah? Surely God has greater things to
attend to!”

The Maharal gently smiled. He walked over to a cabinet and brought out a royal seal—an antique signet that
once belonged to Emperor Maximilian. He held it up and said: “This seal,” he explained, “is nothing but a piece
of wax, impressed by a stamp. But if the tiniest line of that impression is flawed—even a scratch—the whole
document becomes invalid in the eyes of your emperor. Why? Because in that small mark lies the whole
authority of the crown.”

He continued, “So it is with Torah. These mitzvos, each detail, are the letters of the seal of the King of Kings.
Alter them, and the world loses its shape. Fulfill them, and man himself becomes the parchment upon which
divine wisdom is written.”

(Source: Otzar HaMaharal, story attributed by tradition and cited in Rabbi Shlomo Fisher’s Derashos Beis
Yishai, p. 61) END NOTE]
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