Rabbi Yonah Gross Beth Hamedrosh
Crash Course in Basic Judasim IV

Why Do All the Mitzvot?

I. Fundamental idea of Reward and Punishment
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IT. Mitzvos Refine Us
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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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Turnus Rufus asked Rabbi Akiva, "Whose acts are greater, man's or God's?" R. Akiva answered him that man's
acts are greater. Turnus Rufus responded that the heavens and the earth are divine creations which man cannot
equal. Rabbi Akiva disqualified this proof as out of man's realm, and thereby unfair to compare. Turnus Rufus then
asked why Jews are circumcised. Rabbi Akiva responded that he knew that this question was coming, and that was
why he answered the way he answered. But to prove the point itself, Rabbi Akiva brought sheaves of wheat and
cakes, and said to Turnus Rufus: These sheaves were made by God, while these cakes were produced by man!
Turnus Rufus insisted that the cakes are no greater than the sheaves. He then reformulated his previous point: If
God wants children to be circumcised, why does the child not leave the womb circumcised? Rabbi Akiva
responded: And why does his umbilical cord come out with him, with the child hanging by his stomach until the
mother cuts it? Rabbi Akiva concluded: Regarding your question as to why the child is not born circumcised, this
is because God gave the mitzvot to the Jewish people in order to refine them,

ITT. Source of Life
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19. This day, I call upon the heaven and the earth as witnesses [that | have warned] you: | have set
before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. You shall choose life, so that you and your offspring
will live; 20. To love the Lord your God, to listen to His voice, and to cleave to Him. For that is your life
and the length of your days, to dwell on the land which the Lord swore to your forefathers to Abraham, to
Isaac, and to Jacob to give to them.
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4. But you who cleave to the Lord your God are alive, all of you, this day.
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Make His will as your own will so that He will make your will as his own.
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“If someone extends the recitation of the word ‘echad’ (one) while saying Shema, Hashem will extend his days and
years”

IV. But Don't Go Too Far
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