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Maharal’s '11 m17123, Chapter 66: The Seven Noahide
Commandments and the Return of God’s Presence

ABSTRACT
Rabbi Shulman explains the Maharal’s account of the seven Noahbide commandments as
a framework encompassing the intellect, the body, and the whole person. Seven generations
of wrongdoing progressively distanced God’s presence from the world, while seven
righteous individuals—from Abrabam through Moses—reversed that process by
embodying the corvesponding virtues. The central conclusion is that God’s presence belongs

in the earthly world; sin creates the separation, and righteousness restores the intended
relationship.

I

THE NOAHIDE COMMANDMENTS AS A MAP OF THE HUMAN PERSON
A. The framework: three, three, and one

- Rabbi Shulman continues the Maharal’s division of the seven Noahide commandments:
— Three govern the relationship between humanity and God.
— Three govern relationships between people.

- One addresses the underlying material impulse that demands immediate gratification.
- Within each group of three, the commandments address:

— The intellect.

— The body.

— The whole person.

B. Theft parallels forbidden sexual relationships

- Forbidden sexual relationships represent bodily corruption in the relationship with God.
- Theft represents bodily corruption in relationships with other people.

- Their common denominator is not that they involve precisely the same desire:
- Sexual wrongdoing pursues bodily gratification.

— Theft pursues wealth and material possessions.

- Both arise from a person’s orientation toward physical acquisition and enjoyment.
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C. Distinguishing desire from the probibition against coveting

- The Maharal’s discussion is not simply identifying theft and sexual wrongdoing with the prohibition
against coveting.

- Rabbi Shulman distinguishes:
— Fixation on obtaining a particular person’s possessions.

— The broader disposition of continually secking physical pleasure and material wealth.

+ The underlying question is what kind of human faculty or deficiency produces the wrongdoing.

D. Murder corrupts the whole relationship with another person

- Theft damages something belonging to another person.

- Murder eliminates the person altogether:
- Body.
- Intellect.
— Spiritual life.
— Every possible relationship with that individual.

- Rabbi Shulman explains that the murderer effectively declares that the other person has no existence.

E. Murder parallels blasphemy

- Blasphemy represents a comprehensive rejection of God, rather than a failure confined to one aspect
of religious life.

- Murder similarly negates another human being’s entire existence.
- The resulting structure is:

— Intellect: idolatry <> the obligation to establish justice.
— Body: forbidden sexual relationships <> theft.
- Whole person: blasphemy <> murder.

IT

THE SEVENTH COMMANDMENT: MASTERING THE DEMAND FOR IMMEDIATE GRATIFICATION

9:00
A. Eating flesh taken from a living animal

- The seventh commandment addresses a still more basic material impulse.

- A person cannot even wait for the animal to be killed before eating from it.

- This is not merely a calculated pursuit of greater pleasure; it is an inability to restrain immediate
appetite.

B. Desire versus impulsive grabbing
- Rabbi Shulman distinguishes:

- Stealing money to obtain good food or other comforts.
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- Grabbing and consuming immediately, without reflection or restraint.

- Waiting might actually produce a better meal.

- The failure is therefore not primarily a mistaken calculation about pleasure, but the inability to wait at

all.

C. Material existence experiences itself as lacking
- The Maharal describes materiality as continually seeking to fill a deficiency.
- Left ungoverned, that sense of lack becomes an urgent demand for gratification.

- This seventh commandment addresses the “animal within” that must be brought under human
control.

I11

SEVEN GENERATIONS PROGRESSIVELY DISTANCE GOD’S PRESENCE

I1:00

A. Adam: uncontrolled desire

- Adam’s eating from the forbidden fruit expresses the same underlying failure addressed by the
prohibition against eating from a living animal:

- Reaching for what one desires rather than restraining oneself.
- This is a thematic correspondence, not an identification of the fruit with that particular prohibition.
- God’s presence withdraws to the first heaven.

B. Cain: murder

- Cain’s killing of Abel represents the comprehensive interpersonal corruption of murder.

- God’s presence withdraws to the second heaven.
C. The generation of Enosh: idolatry
- Genesis 4:26: > 711 QY2 NP7 2miT ¥ WX W NN NP7 127777 RI1°03 NWP > (A son was also
born to Seth, and he named him Enosh; then people began to call upon the name of the Lord.)

- The rabbinic interpretation connects S with profanation: God’s name began to be misapplied
through idolatry.

- Rabbi Shulman notes the Talmud’s identification of Enosh’s generation with idolatry; he leaves its
related teaching about Shabbat for a separate discussion.

- God’s presence withdraws to the third heaven.
D. The generation of the Flood: theft

- Genesis 6:11: > 1D PINT N2M1 022K 17 °19% YIND NOWM > (The earth became corrupt before
God, and the earth was filled with robbery.)
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. Genesis Gxa: > [TINT2Y 1DYTNN I3 PIYAD ANGYI MAM PG NN DTIK KT > (God
saw the earth, and behold, it was corrupt, for all flesh had corrupted its way upon the earth.)

- Although the generation also engaged in sexual corruption, robbery is stated explicitly.

- Rashi explains that robbery was the offense that sealed the generation’s judgment.

- God’s presence withdraws to the fourth heaven.

E. The generation of the Tower of Babel: blasphemy

- The Sages describe the builders as seeking to wage war against God.

- Rabbi Shulman emphasizes that this description is a midrashic interpretation, not a literal quotation
from the verse.

- Their project expresses the claim:
- Humanity is in charge.
— Human achievement can resist God.
- Divine authority can be displaced.
- This is the conceptual equivalent of blasphemy: negating God’s sovereignty.

- God’s presence withdraws to the fifth heaven.
E. Sodom: the corruption of justice

- Although Sodom also committed sexual wrongdoing, its defining failure here is its perversion of law.
- Its legal system institutionalized cruelty:

— Charity was prohibited.

- Hospitality was forbidden.

- Courts rewarded aggressors and punished their victims.
- Rabbi Shulman illustrates this with the account of Eliezer:

— After someone injured him, the judge ruled that Eliezer owed the attacker payment for

bloodletting.

— Eliezer then struck the judge and told him to transfer the resulting “payment” to the original
attacker.

- The attack on Lot’s guests likewise reflects a society determined to prevent outsiders from receiving

hospitality.
- God’s presence withdraws to the sixth heaven.

G. Egypt in Abrabam’s time: forbidden sexual relationships
. Leviticus 18:3: > N’27 "IN WX 1¥1277IN 7ipynd1 1vyn X% f2-0R2w WX 080 7IN Aynd
21270 K2 0PN wyn X? fnY 02NN > (You shall not act according to the practices of the land

of Egypt, where you lived, nor according to the practices of the land of Canaan, to which I am
bringing you; you shall not follow their statutes.)
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- Rabbi Shulman connects this characterization with Rashi’s explanation of Pharaoh’s treatment of
Abraham and Sarah:

— Abimelech allowed them to remain in his land under royal protection.

— Pharaoh sent them away because Egyptian sexual desire was so unrestrained that an edict would not

adequately protect them.
- God’s presence withdraws to the seventh heaven.

- Humanity has now produced the fullest separation described in this framework.

IV

ABRAHAM REVERSES EGYPT’S SEXUAL CORRUPTION

22:31
A. Abrabam’s exceptional modesty
- Abraham begins the reverse process by embodying the opposite of Egypt’s sexual excess.
. Genesis T2:11: > MR 2 "RYT XITIIT IAWX 09K 0N IR Ri2r 2000 WK O

N TINA™NDY > (As he approached Egypt, he said to Sarai his wife, “Now I know that you are a
beautiful woman.”)

- Rashi, following the Sages, understands Abraham’s words as reflecting extraordinary modesty: until

then, he had not focused on Sarah’s beauty.

B. The comparison with Job

- Job 3r:x: > :17IN22Y 111NN 7173 °1°¥? "N12 N2 > (I made a covenant with my eyes; how, then,
could I gaze at a maiden?)

- The Talmud contrasts Job’s restraint toward other women with Abraham’s restraint even regarding

his own wife.
- Rabbi Shulman stresses that this does not deny Job’s righteousness.
- Rather, Abraham represents an even higher degree of separation from bodily indulgence.
C. The first stage of restoration
- Abraham repairs the corruption associated with Egypt.
- He brings God’s presence down from the seventh heaven to the sixth heaven.

- Rabbi Shulman also connects this quality with Abraham’s receiving the covenant of circumcision.

v

ISAAC REVERSES SODOM’S CORRUPTION OF JUSTICE

26:00
A. Accepting judgment willingly
- Isaac accepts God’s judgment by offering himself at the binding.
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- His acceptance “with love” means that he willingly submits, rather than merely being forced.

- He embodies fidelity to judgment, the opposite of Sodom’s manipulation of it.

B. The apparent mismatch
- Rabbi Shulman raises a difficulty:

- Sodom corrupted human courts and interpersonal justice.

— Isaac accepted divine judgment.

- How can one repair the other?

C. One underlying commitment to justice
- The Maharal explains that divine judgment and human judgment share a common principle.
- Rabbi Shulman suggests that both require accepting what is rightfully demanded:

— If property belongs to someone else, one must return it.

— Iflife belongs to God, one must acknowledge His claim upon it.
- Isaac’s greatness is not merely enduring what he cannot prevent.

- Itis honestly recognizing God’s ownership and willingly responding to it.

D. The next stage of restoration

+ Isaac brings God’s presence down to the fifth heaven.

VI

]ACOB REVERSES THE REBELLION OF BABEL

30:00
A. Sanctifying God’s name

- Babel sought to deny or displace God’s sovereignty.

- Jacob embodies the opposite: making God’s holiness manifest.

- Isaiah 20:23: > *T2R"NN] 2Py WITR N WP "W WP 13793 T Ayn 1T iNR12 %D

%Y ’?thl]’ > (When he sees his children, the work of My hands, in his midst, they will sanctify My
name; they will sanctify the Holy One of Jacob and stand in awe of the God of Israel.)
B. Jacob and the third blessing of the Amidah

- The first three blessings correspond to the patriarchs:
— Abraham: God’s protection of Abraham.
— Isaac: resurrection, associated with his experience at the binding.

— Jacob: God’s holiness and the holiness of His name.

- The Maharal also associates the angels’ sanctification of God with Jacob’s name, Israel.
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C. The next stage of restoration
- Jacob’s sanctification reverses Babel’s blasphemous rebellion.

- He brings God’s presence down to the fourth heaven.

VII

LEVI REVERSES THE ACQUISITIVENESS OF THE FLOOD GENERATION

32:00
A. Contentment rather than pursuit of wealth

Theft means desiring and taking what is not one’s own.

Levi represents separation from the relentless pursuit of material possessions.
- His tribe receives:
— No territorial inheritance.
— No ordinary share in the spoils.
— A life whose inheritance is service of God.
B. Forgoing even a legitimate share
- Levi’s distinction goes beyond avoiding theft.
- His descendants forgo even the ordinary portion received by the other tribes.
- This expresses an orientation fundamentally different from acquisitiveness.
C. Why the tribe’s future reveals Levi’s character
Rabbi Shulman notes that the tribal arrangements came long after Levi himself.

The Maharal reasons that the tribe could not have received this role unless it possessed the
corresponding character.

That character was inherited from its ancestor:
— Levi was content with what he had.

— His descendants’ vocation reveals his own defining quality.
D. The next stage of restoration

Levi brings God’s presence down to the third heaven.

VIII

KOHATH REVERSES THE IDOLATRY OF ENOSH’S GENERATION

35:00

A. Service directed entirely toward God

- Kohath’s descendants carry the sacred vessels of the Tabernacle.
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- Their work is the direct opposite of idolatry:
— Not service of another power.
— Personal, bodily service of God.

. Carrying on the shoulder

- Numbers 7:9: > :IN” \N22 02y WIPT NTAY™ 1N XD NP 1271 > (But to the sons of Kohath
he gave none, because the service of the sacred objects was upon them; they were to carry them on the

shoulder.)

- Unlike the families who transported their assigned materials in wagons, Kohath’s descendants

personally bore the sacred vessels.

+ Their bodies were directly engaged in divine service.

- The priests, whose responsibilities include the sacrificial service, also descend from Kohath.

. An inherited fitness for service
- As with Levi, the descendants’ role reveals the ancestor’s character.

- Kohath’s family merited this responsibility because he embodied the corresponding devotion.

. The next stage of restoration

- Kohath brings God’s presence down to the second heaven.

IX

AMRAM REVERSES CAIN’S INTRODUCTION OF DEATH

37:41
. Death without personal sin

- The Talmud identifies Amram among those who died only because of the serpent’s introduction of

mortality.

- His death was not brought about by his own wrongdoing.

. Cain and Amram as opposites

- Cain followed the serpent’s pattern by bringing death to another person.
- Amram did not even bring death upon himself through sin.

- Rabbi Shulman explains the Maharal’s contrast:

— Cain represents the production of death.

- Amram represents life uncorrupted by personal wrongdoing.

. The next stage of restoration

- Amram brings God’s presence down to the first heaven.
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X

MOSES REVERSES ADAM’S UNCONTROLLED DESIRE

39:39
A. Moses’ separation from bodily desire

- Moses’ separation from his wife reflects his exceptional prophetic condition and freedom from bodily
craving.

Rabbi Shulman explains that if desire had remained active, such separation could instead have

produced distraction or susceptibility to sin.

Its appropriateness for Moses therefore reveals his unique transcendence of those desires.

B. The direct contrast with Adam
- Adam reached for the fruit he desired.
Moses was not governed by the material demand for gratification.

He therefore repairs the first corruption in the sequence.

C. The completion of the return
- Moses brings God’s presence down from the first heaven to earth.

The divine presence returns to its original dwelling place.

X1

GoOD’S PRESENCE BELONGS IN THE EARTHLY WORLD

41:00
A. The purpose of the entire sequence

Rabbi Shulman emphasizes that the Maharal’s discussion establishes where God’s presence

fundamentally belongs:
- Not permanently removed from creation.
- Not confined to the highest heavens.
— Here, in the lower world.
B. Sin creates the distance
- Separation between created beings and God is not the intended baseline.
- Sin introduces the barrier.

- The seven righteous individuals remove, stage by stage, what the seven earlier generations introduced.

C. Restoration rather than relocation
+ Moses does not bring God’s presence to an alien setting.

He restores it to its original place.
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- The chapter concludes with the promise of further explanation of why the lower world merits this

divine dwelling.

XII

IN SUMMARY

- The Noahide commandments encompass the human person: intellect, body, the whole self, and the

underlying impulse toward immediate gratification.

- The seven stages of withdrawal form a moral pattern: each generation corrupts another foundational

dimension of human life.

- The seven righteous individuals reverse that pattern: Abraham repairs sexual corruption; Isaac,
corrupted judgment; Jacob, blasphemy; Levi, theft; Kohath, idolatry; Amram, murder; and Moses,
uncontrolled desire.

- The descendants’ sacred roles reveal their ancestors’ qualities: Levi’s contentment and Kohath’s

devotion become enduring family vocations.

- The ultimate goal is God’s presence on earth: sin creates distance, while righteousness restores the

relationship intended from creation.

I0
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