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Idolatry and Sacrifice

Guide of the Perplexed 111:32

On considering the Divine acts, or the processes of Nature, we get an insight into the prudence and wisdom of God as
displayed in the creation of animals, with the gradual development of the movements of their limbs and the relative
positions of the latter, and we perceive also His wisdom and plan in the successive and gradual development of the
whole condition of each individual. The gradual development of the animals’ movements and the relative position of
the limbs may be illustrated by the brain. The front part is very soft, the back part is a little hard, the spinal marrow is
still harder, and the farther it extends the harder it becomes. The nerves are the organs of sensation and motion. Some
nerves are only required for sensation, or for slight movements, as, e.g., the movement of the eyelids or of the jaws;
these nerves originate in the brain. The nerves which are required for the movements of the limbs come from the
spinal marrow. But nerves, even those that come directly from the spinal cord, are too soft to set the joints in motion;
therefore God made the following arrangement: the nerves branch out into fibres which are covered with flesh, and
become muscles: the nerves that come forth at the extremities of the muscles and have already commenced to harden,
and to combine with hard pieces of ligaments, are the sinews which are joined and attached to the limbs. By this
gradual development the nerves are enabled to set the limbs in motion. | quote this one instance because it is the most
evident of the wonders described in the book On the use of the limbs; but the use of the limbs is clearly perceived by
all who examine them with a sharp eye. In a similar manner did God provide for each individual animal of the class of
mammalia. When such an animal is born it is extremely tender, and cannot be fed with dry food. Therefore breasts
were provided which yield milk, and the young can be fed with moist food which corresponds to the condition of the
limbs of the animal, until the latter have gradually become dry and hard.

Many precepts in our Law are the result of a similar course adopted by the same Supreme Being. It is, namely,
impossible to go suddenly from one extreme to the other: it is therefore according to the nature of man impossible for
him suddenly to discontinue everything to which he has been accustomed. Now God sent Moses to make [the
Israelites] a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod. xix. 6) by means of the knowledge of God. Comp. " Unto
thee it was showed that thou mightest know that the Lord is God (Deut. iv. 35); "Know therefore this day, and
consider it in thine heart, that the Lord is God" (ibid. v. 39). The Israelites were commanded to devote themselves to
His service; comp. "and to serve him with all your heart" (ibid. xi. 13); "and you shall serve the Lord your God"
(Exod. xxiii. 25); "and ye shall serve him" (Deut. xiii. 5). But the custom which was in those days general among all
men, and the general mode of worship in which the Israelites were brought up, consisted in sacrificing animals in
those temples which contained certain images, to bow down to those images, and to bum incense before them;
religious and ascetic persons were in those days the persons that were devoted to the service in the temples erected to
the stars, as has been explained by us. It was in accordance with the wisdom and plan of God, as displayed in the
whole Creation, that He did not command us to give up and to discontinue all these manners of service; for to obey
such a commandment it would have been contrary to the nature of man, who generally cleaves to that to which he is
used; it would in those days have made the same impression as a prophet would make at present if he called us to the
service of God and told us in His name, that we should not pray to Him, not fast, not seek His help in time of trouble;
that we should serve Him in thought, and not by any action. For this reason God allowed these kinds of service to
continue; He transferred to His service that which had formerly served as a worship of created beings, and of things
imaginary and unreal, and commanded us to serve Him in the same manner; viz., to build unto Him a temple; comp.
"And they shall make unto me a sanctuary" (Exod. xxv. 8); to have the altar erected to His name; comp. "An altar of
earth thou shalt make unto me" (ibid. xx. 21); to offer the sacrifices to Him; comp. "If any man of you bring an
offering unto the Lord" (Lev. i. 2), to bow down to Him and to bum incense before Him. He has forbidden to do any
of these things to any other being; comp. "He who sacrificeth unto any God, save the Lord only, he shall be utterly
destroyed" (Exod. xxii. 19); "For thou shalt bow down to no other God" (ibid. xxxiv. 14). He selected priests for the
service in the temple; comp. "And they shall minister unto me in the priest's office” (ibid. xxviii. 41). He made it
obligatory that certain gifts, called the gifts of the Levites and the priests, should be assigned to them for their
maintenance while they are engaged in the service of the temple and its sacrifices. By this Divine plan it was effected
that the traces of idolatry were blotted out, and the truly great principle of our faith, the Existence and Unity of God,
was firmly established; this result was thus obtained without deterring or confusing the minds of the people by the
abolition of the service to which they were accustomed and which alone was familiar to them.
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