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Some Mitzvot with Reasons

 הקֶעֲמַ תָישִׂעְָו שׁדָחָ תִיבַּ הֶנבְתִ יכִּ
 לֹפִּי יכִּ :תֶיבֵבְּ םימִדָּ םישִׂתָ אְ;ו :גֶּגַלְ
)ח בכ םירבד(.וּנּמֶּמִ לפֵֹנּהַ

רָגּהַ רֵגּהַ םכֶלָ הֶיהְִי םכֶּמִ חרָזְאֶכְּ
 םתֶיִיהֱ םירִגֵ יכִּ :וֹמכָּ וֹל תָּבְהַאְָו םכֶתְּאִ
)דל טי ארקיו( .םִירָצְמִ ץרֶאֶבְּ

When you build a new house, you 
shall make a parapet for your roof, 
so that you do not bring 
bloodguilt on your house if 
anyone should fall from it. 
The stranger who resides with you 
shall be to you as one of your 
citizens; you shall love him as 
yourself, for you were strangers in 
the land of Egypt:



More Mitzvot with Reasons

 םוֹיּהַ םצֶעֶבְּ יכִּ תוֹצּמַּהַ תאֶ םתֶּרְמַשְׁוּ
 ץרֶאֶמֵ םכֶיתֵוֹאבְצִ תאֶ יתִאצֵוֹה הזֶּהַ
)ז בי תומש( םִירָצְמִ

 ןוּכרִאֲַי ןעַמַלְ :מֶּאִ תאְֶו :יבִאָ תאֶ דבֵּכַּ
 ןתֵֹנ :יהֶ;אֱ 'ה רשֶׁאֲ המָדָאֲהָ לעַ :ימֶָי
)אי כ תומש( Yלָ

You shall observe the [Feast of] 
Matzot, for on this very day I 
brought your ranks out of the land 
of Egypt.

Honour your father and your 
mother, that you may long endure 
on the land that the Lord your 
God is assigning to you



 המָדָאֲהָ לעַ .ימֶיָ ןוּכרִאֲיַ ןעַמַלְ .מֶּאִ תאֶוְ .יבִאָ תאֶ דבֵּכַּ
Bלָ ןתֵנֹ .יהֶ?-אֱ 'ה רשֶׁאֲ

ייסרממ םיסינ ברה

 הדימב יכ 'ךימי ןוכיראי ןעמל' םעט ןתנ
 ויהיש ןכתיי  .ול ןידדומ הב וירוהל דדמש
 ,והורזעי וימי ףוסבו ול ןידדומ וינב
 ,וימי ןוכיראי הזבו  .והוקשיו והוליכאי
 רצק היהי אלו תע אלב תומי אלש ינוצר
 ימ ןורסחמ וא הסנרפ ןורסחמ םימי

 .והושמשיש

Rabbi Nissim of Marseilles (14th

century)
The text provides the reason “so that 
your days will be long,” because the 
measure that you extend to your 
parents will be extended to you.  It is 
possible that your children will 
extend to you the kindness of 
helping you at the end of your life, 
giving you food and drink.  In this 
way, your days will be long.  You will 
not die at an early age because there 
was no one to support you or take 
care of you.



Rules of the King

 רחַבְִי רשֶׁאֲ .לֶמֶ ,ילֶעָ םישִׂתָּ םוֹשׂ
 וֹלּ הבֶּרְַי א: קרַ . . . וֹבּ ,יהֶ:אֱ 'ה
 םעָהָ תאֶ בישִָׁי אְ:ו םיסִוּס
 'הַו סוּס תוֹבּרְהַ ןעַמַלְ המְָירַצְמִ
 .רֶדֶּבַּ בוּשׁלָ ןוּפסִֹת א: םכֶלָ רמַאָ
 אְ:ו םישִָׁנ וֹלּ הבֶּרְַי אְ:ו .דוֹע הזֶּהַ
 הבֶּרְַי א: בהָזְָו ףסֶכְֶו וֹבבָלְ רוּסָי
)זי-וט זי םירבד( .דֹאמְ וֹלּ

You shall be free (NJPS!) to set a 
king over yourself, one chosen by 
the Lord your God . . . However he 
shall not keep many horses so that 
he not send people back to Egypt 
to add to his horses, since the 
Lord has warned you, “You must 
not go back that way again.” And 
he shall not have many wives, lest 
his heart go astray; nor shall he 
amass silver and gold to excess.



The Talmud on the Rules of the King

 ולגתנ אל המ ינפמ :קחצי יבר רמאו
 תוארקמ יתש ירהש- הרות ימעט
 .םלועה לודג ןהב לשכנ ןמעט ולגתנ
 :המלש רמא ,םישנ ול הברי אל ביתכ
 םיכלמ( ביתכו ,רוסא אלו הברא ינא
 וישנ המלש תנקז תעל יהיו )'ד א"י 'א
 ול הברי אל ביתכו .ובבל תא וטה
 אלו הברא ינא :המלש רמאו ,םיסוס
 אצתו )ט"כ 'י 'א םיכלמ( ביתכו בישא
וגו ששב םירצממ הבכרמ

• Rabbi Yitzḥak says: Why were the reasons 
for Torah [commandments] not revealed? 
Because the reasons for two were 
revealed, and the greatest in the world 
failed in those matters. It is written: “he 
shall not have many wives, lest his heart 
go astray.” Solomon said: I will have many, 
but my heart will not go astray. And later, 
it is written: “It came to pass, when 
Solomon was old, that his wives turned 
away his heart.” It is also written: “he 
shall not keep many horses.” Solomon 
said: I will accumulate many, but I will not 
send people back to Egypt. And it is 
written: “And a chariot came up and went 
out of Egypt . . .”



Rabbi Norman Lamm, A Hedge of Roses

We are attempting to fathom the purposes (as opposed to reasons) 
inherent and implicit in the commandments and precepts.  In other 
words, we want to know not why God commanded them, but what he 
wanted us to learn from them, i.e., the function of the commandments 
in the larger horizons of our life.  It is, of course, understood that taken 
in this light the laws are independent of the purposes we find in them.  
For a law to be a law, it must be autonomous, and not contingent on 
our rationalizations.  



Rabbi Norman Lamm, A Hedge of Roses (cont.)

“Taamei ha-mitzvot” means literally, “the tastes of the 
commandments”; the translation “reasons” is derivative.  

. . . By inquiring into our religious institutions for their relevant 
purposes, we seek to add delightful and satisfying flavor to our spiritual 
diet; but in no way may we substitute the “taste” for the substance of 
our religious foods, namely, the actual precepts of Judaism carried out 
in practice.



 יתַוֹצְמִ יתִּרְמַשְׁמִ רמֹשְׁיִּוַ ילִקֹבְּ םהָרָבְאַ עמַשָׁ רשֶׁאֲ בקֶעֵ
)ה וכ תישארב( יתָרֹוֹתוְ יתַוֹקּחֻ

:י"שר
:ותוא יתיסנשכ- ילוקב םהרבא עמש
 לע הקחרהל תורזג- יתרמשמ רמשיו

 תובשו תוירעל תוינש ןוגכ ,הרותבש תורהזא
:תבשל
 םה ןייואר ובתכנ אל וליאש םירבד- יתוצמ
:םימד תוכיפשו לזג ןוגכ תווטצהל
 :םלועה תומואו( ערה רציש םירבד- יתוקח
 ןושאר סופדב תורסח הלאה םילימה יתש
 ןוגכ םהילע )ןי(בישמ )רתכה תאצוהבו

 םעט ןיאש זנטעש תשיבלו ריזח תליכא
:וידבע לע ויתוקחו ךלמה תריזג אלא רבדב
. . . הפ לעבש הרות איבהל- יתָֹרוֹתְו

Rashi:

ABRAHAM HEARKENED TO MY VOICE when I put him 
to the test. 
AND KEPT MY CHARGE – This refers to precautionary 
measures which are intended to make us avoid the 
infringement of Biblical prohibitions . . . 
MY COMMANDMENTS – those matters which, had 
they not been written in the Torah, we would 
nevertheless hold that they are fitting matters to be 
the subject of a commandment, such as robbery and 
murder. 
MY ORDINANCES – matters which our evil inclination 
[and the other nations] argue against the necessity of 
prohibiting, such as the eating of pork and the 
wearing of shaatnez— things for which there are no 
reasons but which are the King's decrees and 
enactments imposed on His subjects. 
AND MY LAWS – The plural serves to include with the 
written Law also the Oral Law



Rashi’s source?  Yoma 67b

 אל אלמלאש םירבד ושעת יטפשמ תא ר"ת
 תדובע ןה ולאו ובתכיש אוה ןיד ובתכנ
 לזגו םימד תוכיפשו תוירע יולגו םיבכוכ
 םשה תכרבו

 בישמ ןטשהש םירבד ורמשת יתוקוח תא
 זנטעש תשיבלו ריזח תליכא ןה ולאו ןהילע
 ריעשו ערוצמ תרהטו המבי תצילחו

 םה והות השעמ רמאת אמשו חלתשמה
 תושר ךל ןיאו ויתקקח 'ה ינא 'ה ינא ל"ת
 :ןהב רהרהל

“You shall do My ordinances is a reference to 
matters that, even had they not been written, 
it would have been logical that they be 
written. They are the prohibitions against idol 
worship, prohibited sexual relations, 
bloodshed, theft, and cursing God.
“And you shall keep my statutes” is a 
reference to matters that Satan challenges. 
They are: the prohibitions against eating pork 
or wearing shaatnez; performing the ḥalitza
ceremony with a yevama; the purification 
ceremony of the leper; and the scapegoat. 
And lest you say these are meaningless acts, 
therefore the verse states: “I am the Lord” to 
indicate: I am the Lord, I decreed these 
statutes and you have no right to doubt them.



 אֹל .דְשָׂ םיִאַלְכִּ עַיבִּרְתַ אֹל .תְּמְהֶבְּ וּרמֹשְׁתִּ יתַקֹּחֻ תאֶ
)טי טי ארקיו( . . . םיִאָלְכִּ ערַזְתִ

 ךלמ תריזג ,ולא םה םיקוח:י"שר
.רבדל םעט ןיאש

 . . . םלענ םעטה היהיש . . . :ן"במר
 ךלמ תרזג היהתש םהב הנווכה ןיאו

םעט אלב םוקמ םושב םיכלמה יכלמ

Rashi: These are םיקוח —the 
decrees of the King, things that 
have no reason.
Ramban:  [after quoting Rashi and 
the gemara in Yoma] . . . The 
reason is not known . . . The 
rabbis never intended to say that 
any decree of the King of kings 
would be without a reason.



 יתַוֹצְמִ יתִּרְמַשְׁמִ רמֹשְׁיִּוַ ילִקֹבְּ םהָרָבְאַ עמַשָׁ רשֶׁאֲ בקֶעֵ
)ה וכ תישארב( יתָרֹוֹתוְ יתַוֹקּחֻ

:ם"בשר
 ,הדיקעה לע– ילוקב םהרבא עמש רשא בקע
 .ילוקב תעמש רשא בקע :ביתכד
 תא התאו :הב ביתכד ,הלימ ןוגכ– יתרמשמ רומשיו

 .רומשת יתירב
 למיו{ :ביתכד ,םימי הנומש תוצמ ןוגכ– יתוצמ
 הויצ רשאכ }םימי תנמש ןב ונב קחצי תא םהרבא
 .םיהלא ותוא
 תוצמה לכ וטושפ רקיע יפל– יתורותו יתוקוח
 ןינידו }ןוממ{ דומיחו תוירעו לזג ןוגכ ,תורכינה
 הרות ןתמ םדוק ןיגהונ ויה םלכ ,םיחרוא תסנכהו

 תירב ותרכו לארשיל }ו{שרפתנו }וש{׳דחתנש אלא
.ןמייקל

Rashbam:
BECAUSE ('eqev) ABRAHAM OBEYED ME: at the 
time of the binding of Isaac . . . 
Vayyishmor FOLLOWED MY MANDATE: E.g. 
circumcision . . . 
MY COMMANDMENTS: E.g. the rule that 
circumcision takes place on the eighth day of life 
. . .
MY LAWS AND MY TEACHING: According the 
true plain meaning of Scripture, this refers to all 
the well-accepted laws, like theft, adultery, 
covetousness, civil laws and hospitality for 
guests, all of which were observed before the 
giving of the Torah but were repeated and 
elaborated to the Israelites [at Sinai where] they 
entered a covenant to fulfil them.



ח ח הליעמ תוכלה ם"במר

 יטפשמב ןנובתהל םדאל יואר
 םנינע ףוס עדילו השודקה הרותה
 םעט ול אצמי אלש רבדו וחכ יפכ
 . ויניעב לק יהי לא הליע ול עדי אלו
 ונל קקחש הוצמל רמוחו לק . .

 םדאה טעבי אלש אוה ךורב שודקה
 . . . ןמעט עדי אלש ינפמ ןהב

It is fitting for people to meditate on 
the laws of the Holy Torah and to 
comprehend their full meaning to 
the extent of his ability.  
Nevertheless, a law for which they 
find no reason and understand no 
cause should not be trivial in their 
eyes. . . . How much more should 
people be on guard not to rebel 
against a commandment decreed for 
us by the Blessed Holy One only 
because they do not understand its 
reason. 



)ךשמה( ח ח הליעמ תוכלה ם"במר

 ןמעטש תוצמה ןה םיטפשמהו
 הזה םלועב ןתיישע תבוטו יולג
 תוכיפשו לזג רוסיא ןוגכ העודי
 ןה םיקוחהו םאו בא דוביכו םימד
 ורמא עודי ןמעט ןיאש תוצמה
 ךל ןיאו ךל יתקח םיקוח םימכח
 םדא לש ורציו ןהב רהרהל תושר
 ןיבישמ םלועה תומואו ןהב ופקונ
 ריזח רשב רוסיא ןוגכ ןהילע
 הרפו הפורע הלגעו בלחב רשבו

 חלתשמה ריעשו המודא

Mishpatim are laws whose reason is 
obvious and whose benefit in this world 
from doing them is well known; for 
example prohibitions against robbery 
and murder, or the law of honoring your 
mother and father. Hukkim are laws 
whose reason is not known.  Our Sages 
have said: “They are the decrees that I 
decreed for you. You are not permitted 
to question them.” People’s impulses 
prick them about these laws, and the 
gentiles reprove us about them, such as 
the prohibition of eating pork or meat 
and milk, or the laws of the heifer 
whose neck is broken or the red heifer 
or the scapegoat.



Maimonides, Guide 3:31

There are people who feel that it is a grievous matter to 
provide reasons for any mitzvah.  What they would prefer 
would be that there would be no understandable aspect of 
any mitzvah or prohibition.  What brings them to this position 
is a sickness that they have in their souls, one that they cannot 
articulate and that they do not really understand.  They think 
that if these mitzvot actually accomplish something in this 
world and that is why they were commanded to us, then it 
would be as if these laws originated from some [human] mind.  



Maimonides, Guide 3:31 (cont.)

But if a law has no rational basis for it and leads to no 
particular goal, then it certainly originates from God, as no 
human being would ever suggest something like that.  For 
these weak minded people it is as if humans were more 
perfect than God, since humans say things that have some 
useful end, while God does not do that.  He commands us to 
do things that have no useful end for us and he commands us 
not to do various things that would not harm us in any way.  
God forbid, God forbid!  Actually, it is the other way around…



ז-ו בכ םירבד

 ץעֵ לכָבְּ Yרֶדֶּבַּ :יֶנפָלְ רוֹפּצִ ןקַ ארֵקִָּי יכִּ
 םאֵהְָו םיצִיבֵ וֹא םיחִֹרפְאֶ ץרֶאָהָ לעַ וֹא
 א; םיצִיבֵּהַ לעַ וֹא םיחִֹרפְאֶהָ לעַ תצֶבֶֹר
.םיִנבָּהַ לעַ םאֵהָ חקַּתִ

 םיִנבָּהַ תאְֶו םאֵהָ תאֶ חלַּשַׁתְּ חַלֵּשַׁ
.םימִָי תָּכְרַאֲהְַו Yלָ בטַיִי ןעַמַלְ Yלָ חקַּתִּ

If, along the road, you chance 
upon a bird’s nest, in any tree or 
on the ground, with fledglings or 
eggs and the mother sitting over 
the fledglings or on the eggs, do 
not take the mother together with 
her young. 
Let the mother go, and take only 
the young, in order that you may 
fare well and have a long life.



ב"ע גל תוכרב
 ועיגי רופצ ןק לע רמואה .הנשמ
 םידומ ,ךמש רכזי בוט לעו ךימחר
 .ותוא ןיקתשמ- םידומ

 ךימחר ועיגי רופצ ןק לע . . . .ארמג
 יארומא ירת הב יגילפ- ?אמעט יאמ
 יסוי יברו ןיבא רב יסוי יבר ,אברעמב
 ליטמש ינפמ :רמא דח ;אדיבז רב
 :רמא דחו ,תישארב השעמב האנק
 ךורב שודקה לש ויתודמ השועש ינפמ
.תורזג אלא ןניאו ,םימחר אוה

Mishnah: He who says [in his prayers]: 
“May your mercy extend to us the way 
that it extended to a bird’s nest”...is 
silenced.
Gmara: “May your mercy...”  Why?  Two 
rabbis in the land of Israel disagreed 
about the reason—Rabbi Yosi the son of 
Abin and Rabbi Yosi the son of Zevida.  
One said: Because it suggests that God 
gives preferential treatment to some 
but not all of His creatures.  The other 
said: Because it explains God’s laws [or 
perhaps God’s attributes] as examples 
of mercy when they are really just 
decrees. 



ז ט הליפת תוכלה ם"במר

 םחירש ימ םינונחתב רמאש ימ
 לע םאה חקיל אלש רופיצ ןק לע
 תאו ותוא טוחשל אלש וא םינבה
 אצויכו ונילע םחרי דחא םויב ונב
 ינפמ ,ותוא ןיקתשמ הז ןינעב
 ןניאו ןה בותכה תרזג ולא תוצמש
 םימחר ינפמ ויה וליאש ,םימחר
 לכ הטיחש ונל ריתמ היה אל
.רקיע

People who say in their petitionary 
prayers “May he who had mercy on a 
bird’s nest—that did not allow taking 
the mother and her young and did 
not allow the slaughter of a mother 
and her young on the same day—
have mercy on us” are silenced.  For 
these laws are decrees; they are not 
instances of mercy.  If they were 
instances of mercy God would not 
have allowed us to slaughter at all. 


