THE MITZVOT
& WHY THEY ARE DETAILED

he mitzvot (generally translated as commandments) were given by God to the
Jewish people as the comprehensive framework within which to live a Jewish

life, and enable each person to build a personal, meaningful relationship with God.

The mitzvot are the means by which we can emulate God, develop and refine our
character, strengthen Jewish belief, and infuse every action with purpose.

The goal of this class is to understand:
~  Why did God give us mitzvot?
~  What is the nature of the mitzvot?
~  Why are mitzvot so detailed?

Class outline:

Section I.  Why Did God Give us Mitzvot?
Part A. Forging a Relationship with God
Part B. Emulating God
Part C. Character Development
Part D. Mitzvot Strengthen Jewish Belief
Part E. The Reward for Performing Mitzvot

Section II. 'What is the Nature of the Mitzvot?
Part A. Reasons for the Mitzvot
Part B. Categories of the Mitzvot
Part C. Eydut, Chukim and Mishpatim

Section III. Why are Mitzvot so Detailed?
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THE MITZVOT

SECTION I. WHY DID GOD GIVE US MITZVOT?

PART A. FORGING A RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD

1. Rabbi Osher Chaim Levene, Set in Stone, p.31, Targum — Each mitzvah we fulfill intrinsically
connects us with God.

Judaism is not as much a religion as it is a relationship. It is only through mitzvah observance that man
can build a deep, enduring, and meaningful relationship with God...

That a mitzvah is the very process of forging the bond [with God] is contained within the very word
msn, “commandment,” closely related to the word Xmn, meaning a connection or a binding.

PART B. EMULATING GOD

Each person is created in the image of God. When we perform a mitzvah, we emulate the attributes of God.
1. Bereishit (Genesis) 1:27 — Man is created in “the image of God.”

And God created man, in the image of 892 DN BHE2 MO DINT NN DTN N9
God He created him ... LR

2. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 28: 9 — God calls on man to walk in his ways.

... And you shall walk in His ways. 13772 75

3. Talmud Yerushalmi (Jerusalem Talmud), Pe’ah 3:1 — Man lives up to his Godly image when
he emulates God’s character traits as described in the Torah. This is called “walking in God’s
ways.”

Just like He is merciful and kind so should you MY DI RO N AN 1M DI R D
be merciful and kind.

4. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Sotah 5a — One also emulates God by performing acts of
loving kindness to others.

Just as He clothed the naked, so should you DD Wby NI D
clothe the naked; D1 w35 NN AN
God visited the sick, so should you visit the sick; DD NI N TR

D2 P2 TN AN
God comforted the mourners, so should you D938 O3 NI 2 eI
comfort mourners; 953N BF3 FN AN
God buried the dead, so should you bury the 001 93P N1 2 TP
dead. DM MIP TR AN
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PART C. CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT

THE MITZVOT

Each mitzvah we fulfill refines our character, actualizes our potential, and completes the Creation of the
world.

1.

Rambam (Maimonides), end of Hilchot Temurah (The Laws of Temurah) — The mitzvot are
God’s instructions and advice for living and improving our character.

And all these matters [the mitzvot] are to [help
us to] overcome our negative inclinations and to
correct our traits; and most laws of the Torah are
instruction from the Great Adviser [to help us]
to correct our character traits and straighten our
ways.
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2. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 16 — Outward actions have the power to shape one’s inner
character. The mitzvot are those actions which will guarantee the improvement of one’s

character.

A person is influenced by his actions, and his
heart and thoughts follow the acts he does
whether they are good or bad. Even one who is a
completely wicked person, who constantly thinks
of doing bad deeds, if he is inspired for the better
and puts time into fulfilling Torah and mitzvot,
even if it is not for the sake of Heaven, he will
turn to the good and he will overcome his Evil
Inclination through the power of these actions,
since the heart follows the actions a person does.
Similarly, even if one is a completely righteous
person who desires Torah and mitzvot but always
involves himself in bad deeds ... after a certain
amount of time he will become a wicked person,
for we know, and it is true, that every man is
affected by his actions.
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3. Bereishit Rabbah 44:1 — The mitzvot were given to refine humanity.

What does it matter to God if an animal is
slaughtered by cutting its neck through the spine
or the throat?

[The answer is:] “The commandments were given
only in order to refine humanity.”

Every person should know:

I, with my abilities and attributes, my face and
the treasures of my soul, am unique in the world.

IN I 0 o b 77apnS 5 DN 0
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4. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. II, p. 71 — Each person has a unique mission in this
world. The performance of mitzvot helps a person reach that destiny.
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THE MITZVOT

Among all those that are alive today, there is no
one like me. In generations past, there was no
one like me. And until the end of time, there will
never be anyone like me!

If so, certainly God sent me to the world on a
special mission that no one else can fulfill!
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5. Midrash Tanchuma Tazria, Section 5 — The mitzvot perfect the creation of the world. For

example, Sefer HaChinuch (# 2) describes that circumcision is a hint to man that just as one
has the ability to “complete” one’s body, so too can one perfect one’s character.

It happened that Turnusrufus the Evil (a Roman
general) asked Rabbi Akiva: “Whose actions are
nicer, those of God or those of people?”

He answered, “Those of people are nicer.”

He asked again, “But can a person make
something as beautiful as the heaven and earth?”

Rabbi Akiva answered, “Do not bring an example
from something that a person cannot do, discuss
something a person can do.”

Turnusrufus said to him, “Why do you perform
circumcision?”

Rabbi Akiva answered, “I knew that this was
what you meant, which is why I responded that
what people do is nicer than what God does.”

Rabbi Akiva brought him stalks of wheat and
cakes and said, “These [stalks] are the work of

God and these [cakes] are the work of people.

“Are the cakes not nicer than the stalks?”
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PART D. MITZVOT STRENGTHEN JEWISH BELIEF

1. Ramban (Nachmanides), Shemot 13:16 — The mitzvot reinforce Jewish belief in God, Divine
Providence, and our appreciation of being created.

All of these mitzvot serve as a testimony in every
generation to the wonders that were performed
in Egypt, so that we should not forget them. And
they serve to remove the claims of those who
deny belief in God. One who buys a mezuzah for
one coin and puts it on his doorpost with the
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THE MITZVOT

proper intention acknowledges the fact that God 730 593 PN, INIZIS 00 0T NN

renews the world, that he recognizes God and
His Providence, that he believes in prophecy, and
demonstrates that He believes in all of the Torah.

9P MISH3 PN (X2 27D MAR) 19N 700
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Therefore, our Sages taught that “One should be NI I PON TN WIIOND

careful with a mitzvah that people treat lightly
just as he is careful with a mitzvah that people
treat seriously,” as all mitzvot are precious and
coveted. This is because every time a person
fulfills any mitzvah he acknowledges God. And
the purpose of all the mitzvot is for us to believe
in God and to thank Him for creating us.

2. Devarim 6:24 — Mitzvot develop an awe and appreciation of God.

God commanded us to perform all these statutes -PN RS ORI DPAT-50-D8 DYS 4T 1918
in order that we should fear the Lord, our God; T DY NS, D% -55 15 AM5--1ON 4

to benefit us for all time, to keep us alive like this
day.

PART E. THE REWARD FOR PERFORMING MITZVOT

1. Talmud Bavli, Makkot 23b — Mitzvot themselves are our source of merit.

Rebbi Chanania ben Akashia said, “God wanted NI T2 YT IS, N WY 13 N 030
the Jewish people to have merit, therefore he gave T8y R D7D 71297 705 DN DN Mt

them many mitzvot, as is said, ‘God desired for
the sake of His righteousness to magnify Torah
and make it glorious.”

SPTN TR ST TR WD YOr NIy

2. Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim, Sha’ar 1, Ch. 12 — Each person creates his ultimate

reward in the World to Come.

The reward of the World to Come is [a result] of JORY DINT T WY YT 20T 90w P9
the actions of the person himself. After the soul YYD W RIT A WO 1D TINY

separates from the body, it rises to delight and be
satiated in the flashes of light, and powers, and
holy worlds that were added and expanded by its

DA IS IR ARSI W
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good deeds ...
The truth is that the World to Come is the MABY DINT T WD NI NI 2"V MONT SN
creation of a person himself; he expands and L PWYBI MRYS POA PR DI DY

prepares his own portion in the World to Come.

Mitzvot



THE MITZVOT

SECTION II. WHAT IS THE NATURE OF THE MITZVOT?

PART A. REASONS FOR THE MITZVOT

1.

Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim 1:22 — The ultimate explanation for each mitzvah is
beyond our comprehension.

A complete explanation of the mitzvot has not DTN DU 1279 15303 XS DIdn T NS mPn 0D
yet been revealed to any person in the world, not oy TR BN 0D . TP IN5 AN D9
e o Llosine Ralipeine. (Mosel.. 01 73T NP TON PRI 59 Sy N

o DTN PO
The Holy Torah emanates from Above, above all

understanding. How could [this understanding]
be given over to the grasp of human beings?

2. Rambam, Hilchot Temurah (The Laws of Temurah) 4:13 — We strive to understand the

reasons for each mitzvah.

Even though all the laws of the Torah are DA PINTAL 12D O TN N PN SO YN
[Divine] decrees ... it is still fitting that a person S 305 D190 SRR 715 591 173 PR N TP
contemplate them, and give reasons for them S DOMYNTT DM 1IN 17 DY 15 17 DY

as much as he can; and the early Sages said that
King Solomon understood most of the reasons of
all the laws of the Torah.

L TINET ORI 52 S Doppon 217 Pan Y

PART B. CATEGORIES OF THE MITZVOT

1.

The basic division of the commandments.

The commandments can divided into two basic categories: 1) between individuals and God
(o5 o8 13) and 2) between individuals themselves (19315 0N 12).

Examples of mitzvot between individuals and God: Prayer, keeping kosher, and the Sabbath.

Examples of mitzvot between individuals and others: Tzedakah, visiting the sick, and bringing joy to a
bride and groom.

2. Positive and Negative Commandments

The commandments can also be differentiated between 1) positive commandments
(mwy ) which are proactive actions and 2) negative commandments (7wyn 8> nsn) when one
refrains from an action.

Examples of positive commandments: Eating matzah on Pesach, returning a lost object, and honoring
parents.

Examples of negative commandments: Not standing by idly when one can save a life, not causing
unnecessary pain to animals, and avoiding derogatory speech (Lashon Hara).
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3. Torah Mitzvot and Rabbinic Mitzvot (See Morasha class on this topic)

The commandments can be further differentiated between 1) commandments from the Torah itself
(NPPINT I8M) and 2) rabbinic laws (]JZTT N8n).

Examples of Torah commandments: In addition to those mitzvot cited above, integrity in business
transactions.

Examples of Rabbinic commandments: Lighting a menorah on Chanukah, reading the Megillah on
Purim.

PART C. EYDUT, CHUKIM AND MISHPATIM

1. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Horeb — Some commandments are classified under unifying
themes.

Eydut, chukim and mishpatim. DOLOWI DRI, MY

Eydut are those commandments which intrinsically testify to our covenant with God, such as the Jewish
festivals, Shabbat, circumcision, tefillin and mezuzah.

2. Shemot 20: 7 — Sabbath is an example of eydut.

Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy. Wb N2WD DY

Chukim are statutes to which we attempt to ascribe reasons for their institution, but their ultimate understanding
is beyond our comprehension, such as the Red Heifer, niddah and kashrut.

3. Bamidbar (Numbers) 19:2 — Parah HaAdumah — Red Heifer.

This is the ordinance of the Torah which God 31358 927 TR 18 N TRD NPT NN
has commanded, saying, “Speak to the people of T2 PR NN TN TN 790 TN T Sxw
Israel, that they bring you a completely red heifer, ’ B 537 .'i’gv rﬁy R 1731'73

which has no blemish, and upon which a yoke
has not rested.”

Mishpatim are the civil laws necessary for the proper functioning of society, such as not killing, not stealing,
and paying wages promptly.

4. Vayikra (Leviticus) 19:11 — Prohibition of stealing.

Do not steal ... 1230 8D
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1.

SECTION III. WHY ARE MITZVOT SO DETAILED?

Chofetz Chaim, Introduction to Shmirat HaLashon — The 613 mitzvot correspond to human

anatomy and spirituality.

It is known that every person has 248 spiritual
limbs and 365 spiritual sinews, and on them

are “clothed” the physical 248 limbs and 365
physical sinews, as it is said, ““With skin and flesh
you have clothed me, and with bones and sinews
you have covered me” (Iyov/Job 10:11). The
verse mentions skin, flesh, bones, and sinews and
refers only to “covering” and “clothing.”

Who is being clothed, if not the soul inside, that
is the core of the person? And each and every
limb of the soul is clothed from above with a
corresponding “bodily” limb, like clothing on a
body.

And corresponding to this, God gave us 248
positive commandments and 365 negative
commandments, and they are also divided up
according to limbs, for there are commandments
relating to the hands and to the feet and to other
limbs ...

And when a person in this world fulfills a
commandment with a certain limb, in the future
light will rest on that limb ...

Subsequently, when a person fulfills the 248
positive commandments, he is the complete
person, holy to God in all of his limbs ... And if
a person is careful not to transgress the negative
commandments in the Torah, he brings the light
of holiness down onto the “sinews” of his soul.

D3 77O DN 171D W OIN DT NI YT
RYH DP9 DY DY, DN
SR P ,(R™  3R) TN WD, DM DT
PRI T, IWH DTN MNP WHA0n
DW3 P9, IN77 N9 agy 0 Sy w3

N N 13703 TN WIS XS DX w5 1 NN
wabn woy Sw TN TN 5 by DTN o3y
33 NI VPN THD I T VN Ty
ATY T3

.‘Rmz m$73 I‘I”?;'] NI 793 tzfﬁ@ti 13? 10378 TN
DIPRT 2Y 12 03 DRITH O, Ayn No 170w
12 2203 PRY IR W) T2 DY Mg

e DN 0D WY

IPN TIPRD TR PN T 07w DIpn DTN
SRR S 1IN NG Ty

DINT NITIN, PWY 1707 DP0 DINTWIT N ..
L DIPR 533 12 WP ORW

NYT,TIRIY PINGT DY T2y T ORI
W3 P Oy TR N P

2. Aish.com — Analogy of mitzvot and the Internet: just as details are crucial in the physical

world, so too in the spiritual world.

Would anyone be so nitpicky as to differentiate between “yahoocom” and “yahoo.com?” Isn't it a bit
ridiculous that you didn’t get my email just because of a little dot?

No, it’s not ridiculous. Because the dot is not just a dot. It represents something. That dot has meaning
far beyond the pixels on the screen that form it. To me it may seem insignificant, but that is simply due

to my lack of knowledge of the ways of the web.
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