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Heinemann is at his best in giving as full an inventory as he can of the 
various reasons given by the medievals for the traditional mitzvot. He 
categorizes them in different ways in different parts of his book. At the 
outset, he finds four kinds of reasons: scientific, apologetic, theoretical-
religious, and practical-religious. In hindsight, he discovers an additional 
threefold classification: intellectual, practical, and emotional. 
Either way, there are different kinds of reasons because there are different 
kinds of human beings in a religious community. Some are driven by the 
desire to understand, some by emotional involvement, some by the joy of 
practical participation. It is the nature of religious observances to be 
complex and multi-faceted, to satisfy different people in different ways. 
Thus, all these categories of reason will have some validity in explaining 
the value of the religious observance for different kinds of people.

Leonard Levin on Isaac Heinemann: The Reasons for the 
Commandments (Boston, 2008)



What divine purpose do the mitzvot, the Biblical commandments, serve? 
What moral and spiritual goals do the mitzvot envision? The Sefer ha-
Hinnukh, one of the principal works in Jewish ethical and halakhic 
literature, is a primary source for ta'amei ha-mitzvot, the reasons and 
purpose of the divine commandments in the Torah. 
A Philosophy of Mitzvot by Rabbi Dr. Gersion Appel sets forth the 
Hinnukh’s objectives and his approach to revealing the religious and 
ethical meaning of the mitzvot. In his wide-ranging study, the author 
presents a comprehensive view of Jewish philosophy as developed by the 
Hinnukh and the classical Jewish philosophers. The Hinnukh emerges in 
this study as a great educator and moral and religious guide, and his 
classic work as a treasure-trove of Jewish knowledge, religious 
inspiration, and brilliant insight in the molding of human character.

Gersion Appel: A Philosophy of Mitzvot (NY: KTAV, 1975)



The Torah itself offers reasons for some commandments and 
emphasizes the "wisdom" of the law (Deut. 4:6–8). 
It also differentiates between mishpatim ("ordinances") 
and ḥukkim ("statutes") without, however, offering any clear 
principle of division.



 רמֹשְׁלִ 7יה4ֶאֱ קוָקֹיְ לוֹקבְּ עמַשְׁתִ יכִּ )י(
 הרָוֹתּהַ רפֶסֵבְּ הבָוּתכְּהַויתָקֹּחֻוְ ויתָוֹצְמִ
 7בְבָלְ לכָבְּ 7יה4ֶאֱ קוָקֹיְ לאֶ בוּשׁתָ יכִּ הזֶּהַ
פ :7שֶׁפְנַ לכָבְוּ
 7וְּצַמְ יכִנֹאָ רשֶׁאֲ תאזֹּהַ הוָצְמִּהַ יכִּ )אי(
הקָחֹרְ א4וְ 7מְּמִ אוהִתאלֵפְנִ א4 םוֹיּהַ
:אוהִ
 וּנלָּ הלֶעֲיַ ימִ רמֹאלֵ אוהִםיִמַשָּׁבַ א4 )בי(
 הּתָאֹ וּנעֵמִשְׁיַוְ וּנלָּ הָחֶקָּיִוְ המָיְמַשָּׁהַ
:הנָּשֶׂעֲנַוְ
 רבָעֲיַ ימִ רמֹאלֵ אוהִםיָּלַ רבֶעֵמֵ א4וְ )גי(
 וּנעֵמִשְׁיַוְ וּנלָּ הָחֶקָּיִוְ םיָּהַ רבֶעֵ לאֶ וּנלָ
:הנָּשֶׂעֲנַוְ הּתָאֹ
 7יפִבְּ דאֹמְ רבָדָּה7ַילֶאֵ בוֹרקָ יכִּ )די(
:וֹתשֹׂעֲלַ 7בְבָלְבִוּ

(10) if you shall obey the voice of Hashem 
your God, to keep his commandments and 
his statutes which are written in this book of 
the law; if you turn to Hashem your God 
with all your heart, and with all your soul. 
(11) For this commandment which I 
command you this day, it is not too hard for 
you, neither is it far off. (12) It is not in 
heaven, that you should say, “Who shall go 
up for us to heaven, and bring it to us, and 
make us to hear it, that we may do it?” (13) 
Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should 
say, “Who shall go over the sea for us, and 
bring it to us, and make us to hear it, that 
we may do it?” (14) But the word is very 
near to you, in your mouth, and in your 
heart, that you may do it.

ל קרפ םיבצנ תשרפ םירבד



(24) The people murmured against 
Moshe, saying, "What shall we drink?" 
(25) Then he cried to Hashem. 
Hashem showed him a tree, and he 
threw it into the waters, and the 
waters were made sweet. There he 
made a statute and an ordinance for 
them, and there he tested them.

ו"ט תומש
 רמֹאלֵּ השֶׁמֹ לעַ םעָהָ וּנ7יִּוַ )דכ(
 י"י לאֶ קעַצְיִּוַ )הכ( .התֶּשְׁנִּ המַ
 םיִמַּהַ לאֶ Hלֵשְׁיַּוַ ץעֵ י"י וּהרֵוֹיּוַ
 קחֹ וֹל םשָׂ םשָׁ םיִמָּהַ וּקתְּמְיִּוַ
.וּהסָּנִ םשָׁוְטפָּשְׁמִוּ

(5) Behold, I have taught you statutes and 
ordinances, even as Hashem my God 
commanded me, that you should do so in 
the midst of the land where you go in to 
possess it. (6) Keep therefore and do them; 
for this is your wisdom and your 
understanding in the sight of the peoples, 
who shall hear all these statutes, and say, 
“Surely this great nation is a wise and 
understanding people.”

'ד םירבד

םיטִפָּשְׁמִוּ םיקִּחֻ םכֶתְאֶ יתִּדְמַּלִ האֵרְ )ה(
 ברֶקֶבְּ ןכֵּ תוֹשׂעֲלַ יהSָאֱ י"י ינִוַּצִ רשֶׁאֲכַּ
 )ו( .הּתָּשְׁרִלְ המָּשָׁ םיאִבָּ םתֶּאַ רשֶׁאֲ ץרֶאָהָ
םכֶתְמַכְחׇ אוהִ יכִּ םתֶישִׂעֲוַ םתֶּרְמַשְׁוּ
 תאֵ ןוּעמְשְׁיִ רשֶׁאֲ םימִּעַהָ ינֵיעֵלְ םכֶתְנַיבִוּ
 םכָחָ םעַ קרַ וּרמְאָוְ הלֶּאֵהָ םיקִּחֻהַ לכׇּ
.הזֶּהַ לוֹדגָּהַ יוֹגּהַןוֹבנָוְ



 תצקמ םהל ןתנ הרמב– טפשמו קח ול םש םשי"שר
 ,המודא הרפ ,תבש :ןהב וקסעתיש הרות לש תוישרפ
.ןינידו ,םאו בא דוביכו

At Marah He gave them a few sections of the Torah in 
order that they might engage [in the study] thereof; viz., 
the sabbath, the red heifer and the administration of 
justice.

ארזע ןבא

 ,בלה םרקיע תוצמה לכש-ותושעל ךבבלבו ךיפב )די(
 רוכזיש ידכ השעמ שיו .בלה קוזחל הפב רכז םהמ שיו
:הפב

For the leiv is the core of the commandments. Some 
commandments require articulation, which serves to 
reinforce the leiv. Others consist of deeds so that a 
person will utter the required statements.



(25) If you take your neighbor's garment as 
collateral, you shall restore it to him before the sun 
goes down, (26) for that is his only covering; it is his 
garment for his skin. What would he sleep in? It will 
happen, when he cries to me, that I will hear, for I 
am gracious

 בכ תומש
 שׁמֶשֶּׁהַ אבֹּ דעַ ;עֶרֵ תמַלְשַׂ לבֹּחְתַּ לבֹחָ םאִ )הכ(

 אוהִ הּדָּבַלְ התֹוּסכְ אוהִיכִּ )וכ( .וֹל וּנּבֶישִׁתְּ
 ילַאֵ קעַצְיִ יכִּ היָהָוְ בכָּשְׁיִ המֶּבַּ וֹרעֹלְ וֹתלָמְשִׂ
.ינִאָ ןוּנּחַ יכִּ יתִּעְמַשָׁוְ

(9) "You shall not oppress a foreigner, for you 
know the heart of a foreigner, since you were 
foreigners in the land of Egypt.

ג"כ תומש
 רגֵּהַ שׁפֶנֶ תאֶ םתֶּעְדַיְ םתֶּאַוְ ץחָלְתִ אP רגֵוְ )ט(
.םיִרָצְמִ ץרֶאֶבְּ םתֶייִהֱ םירִגֵ יכִּ

(16) Only he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor 
cause the people to return to Egypt, to the end that 
he may multiply horses; because Hashem has said to 
you, “You shall not go back that way again.” (17) 
Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his 
heart not turn away: neither shall he greatly multiply 
to himself silver and gold.

ז"י םירבד
 םעָהָ תאֶ בישִׁיָ אPוְ םיסִוּס וֹלּ הבֶּרְיַ אP קרַ )זט(
 אP םכֶלָ רמַאָ י"יוַ סוּס תוֹבּרְהַ ןעַמַלְ המָיְרַצְמִ
 וֹלּ הבֶּרְיַ אPוְ )זי( .דוֹע הזֶּהַ Wרֶדֶּבַּ בוּשׁלָ ןוּפסִתֹ
 וֹלּ הבֶּרְיַ אP בהָזָוְ ףסֶכֶוְ וֹבבָלְ רוּסיָ אPוְ םישִׁנָ
.דאֹמְ

(4) An Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter into 
the assembly of Hashem; even to the tenth 
generation shall none belonging to them enter into 
the assembly of Hashem forever: (5) because they 
didn’t meet you with bread and with water in the 
way, when you came forth out of Egypt, and because
they hired against you Balaam the son of Beor from 
Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you.

ג"כ םירבד
 רוֹדּ םגַּ י"י להַקְבִּ יבִאָוֹמוּ ינִוֹמּעַ אבֹיָ אP )ד(
 לעַ )ה( .םלָוֹע דעַ י"י להַקְבִּ םהֶלָ אבֹיָ אP ירִישִׂעֲ
 Wרֶדֶּבַּ םיִמַּבַוּ םחֶלֶּבַּ םכֶתְאֶ וּמדְּקִ אP רשֶׁאֲרבַדְּ
 םעָלְבִּ תאֶ ;ילֶעָ רכַשָׂ רשֶׁאֲוַ םיִרָצְמִּמִ םכֶתְאצֵבְּ
.ךָּלֶלְקַלְ םיִרַהֲנַ םרַאֲ רוֹתפְּמִ רוֹעבְּ ןבֶּ





TALMUD & MIDRASH
Classical rabbinic literature contains a more formal discussion of the 
problem. The mishpatim are said to represent laws that would have 
been valid even without having been "written" in the torah, such as the 
prohibitions against robbery, idolatry, incest, and murder, while 
the ḥukkim, such as the prohibition of swine's flesh and the wearing of 
garments made of both wool and flax are "decrees" of God. It is to the 
latter class that "the evil inclination" and the gentiles object.



Our Rabbis taught: “Mine ordinances shall ye do,” 
i.e., such commandments which, if they were not 
written [in Scripture], they should by right have 
been written and these are they: [the laws 
concerning] idolatry [star-worship], immorality 
and bloodshed, robbery and blasphemy. 
“And My statutes shall ye keep,” i.e., such 
commandments to which Satan objects, they are 
[those relating to] the putting on of sha'atnez, the 
halizah [performed] by a sister-in-law, the 
purification of the leper, and the he-goat-to-be-
sent-away. And perhaps you might think these are 
vain things, therefore Scripture says: “I am the 
Lord,” i.e., I, the Lord have made it a statute and 
you have no right to criticize it.

 םירבד-”ושעתיטפשמ תא“ :ןנבר ונת
 :ןה ולאו ,ובתכיש אוה ןיד ובתכנ אלמלאש
 ,לזגו ,םימד תוכיפשו ,תוירע יולגו ,הרז הדובע
 .םשה תכרבו

 ןטשהש םירבד-”ורמשתיתקח תאו“
 :ןה ולאו,ןהילע םיבישמ םלועה תומואו
 ,המבי תצילחו ,זנטעש תשיבלו ,ריזח תליכא
 .חלתשמה ריעשו ,ערוצמ תרהטו
 רמול דומלת-?םה והות השעמ רמאת אמשו
 תושר ךל ןיאו ,ויתקקח 'ה ינא-”'ה ינא“
.ןהב רהרהל

ב דומע זס ףדאמוי תכסמ ילבב דומלת



טי קרפ םישודק תשרפ ארקיו

:קוָקֹיְ ינִאֲ םתָאֹ םתֶישִׂעֲוַ יטַפָּשְׁמִ לכָּ תאֶוְ יתַקֹּחֻ לכָּ תאֶ םתֶּרְמַשְׁוּ )זל(

“You shall observe all My statutes
and all My ordinances and perform
them:” This applies observance and 
performance to both the statutes and 
the ordinances. “I am the Lod:” I am 
reliable to deliver your reward.

ח קרפ תליחת ג השרפ םישודק ארפס
 לכ תאויתוקוח לכ תאםתרמשו" )אי(
 הרימש ןתיל ":םתואםתישעויטפשמ
 היישעו הרימשו םיקוחל הישעו
 םלשל ןמאנ ינא ",'ה ינא" .םיטפשמל
.רכש



ב דומע גכ ףד תוכמ תכסמ ילבב דומלת











From the second century onward, Christian attacks on "the 
law" provoked many Jewish replies stressing the importance 
of the mitzvot.
The commandments were given for the sole purpose of 
purifying man; they strengthen man's holiness; they enable 
Israel to acquire merit. 



"After these things the word of Hashem came to 
Abram in a vision, saying,"etc. (Psalms 18:31) "As for 

God — His ways are perfect; the Word of Hashem is 
tried; a shield is He for all who take refuge in Him." If 
His way is perfect, how much more is He Himself! 
Rav said: Were not the mitzvot given so that man 
might be refined by them? Do you really think that The 
Blessed Holy One of cares if an animal is slaughtered 
by front or by the back of the neck? Therefore, mitzvot 
were given only to purify people.

 לא י"י רבד היה הלאה םירבדה רחא[ )א( וט
 תרַמְאִ ,וכרד םימת לאה" 'וגו ]הזחמב םרבא
 )אל בכ 'ב לאומש( "הפָוּרצְ י"י

 .המכו המכ תחא לע אוה םימת וכרד םא

 תא ףורצל אלא תווצמה ונתנ אל רמא בר
 ימ ה"בקהל ול תפכיא המ יכו .םהב תויריבה
?ףרועה ןמ טחושש ימו ראוצה ןמ טחושש
.תויריבה תא ףוֹרצלִ יוה

Rabbi Ḥananya ben Akashya says: 
The Holy One, Blessed be He, sought to confer merit 
upon the Jewish people; therefore, He increased for 
them Torah and mitzvot, 
as it is stated: “It pleased the Lord for the sake of His 
righteousness to make the Torah great and glorious” 
(Isaiah 42:21). 

ג קרפ תוכמ תכסמ הנשמ
:רמוא אישקע ןב היננח יבר
,לארשי תא תוֹכּזְלִ אוה ךורב שודקה הצר
.תוצמו הרות םהל הברה ךכיפל

 וקדצ ןעמל ץפח 'ה“ )ב"מ היעשי( רמאנש
”.רידאיו הרות לידגי

דמ השרפ ךל ךל תשרפ הבר תישארב

file:///C:%5CPsalms.18.31


Kaufmann Ms. (10th-11th century)



The ta'amei ha-torah ("reasons of the commandments") are 
not revealed and should not be revealed.
The "yoke of the commandments" is to be cherished without 
probing its reasons. 
No detailed rationalization of the commandments is to be 
found in the rabbinic sources.



R. Isaac also said: Why were the reasons of 
[some] Biblical laws not revealed? — Because 
in two verses reasons were revealed, and they 
caused the greatest in the world [Solomon] to 
stumble. 
Thus it is written: “He shall not multiply wives 
to himself,” whereon Solomon said, ‘I will 
multiply wives yet not let my heart be 
perverted.’ Yet we read, “When Solomon was 
old, his wives turned away his heart.”
Again, it is written: “He shall not multiply to 

himself horses;” concerning which Solomon 
said, ‘I will multiply them, but will not cause 
[Israel] to return [to Egypt].’ Yet we read: “And 
a chariot came up and went out of Egypt for six 
[hundred shekels of silver].”

 ולגתנ אל המ ינפמ :קחצי יבר רמאו
 ולגתנ תוארקמ יתש ירהש-הרות ימעט
 .םלועה לודג ןהב לשכנ ןמעט

 :המלש רמא ;"םישנ ול הברי אל" ביתכ
 תעל יהיו" ביתכו .רוסא אלו הברא ינא
 ".ובבל תא וטה וישנ המלש תנקז

 רמאו ",םיסוס ול הברי אל" ביתכו
 ביתכו .בישא אלו הברא ינא :המלש
.'וגו "ששב םירצממ הבכרמ אצתו"

ב דומע אכ ףדןירדהנס תכסמ ילבב דומלת



א דומע זט ףדהנשה שאר תכסמ ילבב דומלת

R. Isaac said: Why do we sound 
the horn on New Year? — [You 
ask], why do we sound? The All-
Merciful has told us to sound!—
What he means is, why do we 
sound a teru'ah? [You ask] why 
do we sound a teru'ah? The All-
Merciful has proclaimed ‘a 
memorial of teru'ah!

 ןיעקות המל ,קחצי יבר ]רמא[
 ?ןיעקות המל- ?הנשה שארב
–!ועקת רמא אנמחר

- ?ןיעירמ- ?ןיעירמ המל :אלא
!העורת ןורכזרמא אנמחר



Seneca: Letters
I condemn Plato because, not content with 
specifying the law, he added general principles. 
The law should be like a voice addressing us 
from heaven. 
It should command, not discuss. 
Tell me what I must do. 
It is not for me to learn, but to obey.



אפק ןמיס חוליג תוכלה העד הרוי רוט

With regard also to shaving the head or 
beard, Maimonides wrote that their 
prohibition is due to their practice by 
idolaters—although this is not explicit [in 
the Torah].

We have no need to seek reasons for 
mitzvot because they are royal decrees 
that are incumbent upon us even if we do 
not understand them.

 ןקזה תתחשהו שארה תפקה•
 םרסאש ם"במרה בתכ ולאב םג
 ידבוע ןכ ןישועש ינפמ בותכה
.שרופמ וניא הזו כ"ע םיבכוכ

 םעט שקבל םיכירצ ונא ןיאו•
 ונילע םה ךלמ תוצמ יכ תוצמל
.ןמעט עדנ אל ףא


