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Introduction
“The Torah has seventy faces,” observed the Sages.1 Some commen-
taries attempt to ascertain the literal meaning of Torah, while others 
seek to uncover its mystical layer. Some are devoted to legal exegesis 
and others to homiletic interpretations. All these “faces” are formed 
from the encounter of the divine word with human thought. Despite 
the great differences, at times even contradictions, between these 
commentaries, they all represent the Torah’s manifold “faces,” since all 
of them are committed to the truths contained in the Torah as discerned 
by the human mind. Yet this raises the question of whether any 
commentary should be rejected as completely false and not a “face” of 
the Torah at all. It is this question that lay at the heart of the contro-
versy concerning the philosophic-scientific interpretation of Torah, 
which came to a climax at the very beginning of the fourteenth century 
in Provence. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the encyclopedia 
reflecting this rationalist approach to the Torah, Livyat Ḥen by Levi 

1 See Numbers Rabbah 13.15.
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Chapter Six162 

ben Avraham, was singled out for particular condemnation by the 
antagonists of this approach.

Despite the controversy, the Jewish philosophers of Provence 
were not prepared to abandon their commitment to this “face” of Torah 
as its truest one. No medieval Jewish composition better exemplifies 
this commitment than Ma‘aseh Nissim (Work of Miracles) by Nissim b. 
Moses b. Solomon of Marseille, written in the early fourteenth century.2 
The first part of the treatise includes an introduction and fourteen 
chapters that deal with a range of topics—the principles of faith, divine 
providence, prophecy, Mosaic prophecy, reward and punishment, and 
miracles. The second part contains a commentary on the five books of 
the Torah.

As is the case with all those belonging to the rationalist camp in 
Provence in this period, Nissim saw in Maimonides the teacher par 
excellence, who laid the foundation for the true philosophic under-
standing of Judaism. This camp, however, was divided. Some, following 
the lead of Samuel Ibn Tibbon, leaned toward a radical philosophic 
approach, one that negates any direct personal involvement of God with 
humanity or any intervention in nature. They interpreted Maimonides 
as favoring this view and presenting it in an esoteric manner. Others 
adopted a more moderate approach, continuing to believe in creation 
of the world ex nihilo, and in a deity who produces miracles, created 
the voice heard by Israel at Sinai, and dictated the Torah to Moses 

2 This chapter is based primarily on the Hebrew introduction that appears in my 
edition of this treatise (Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 2000). There I also discuss 
the various names given to this treatise and expand upon a number of ideas that I 
bring here in an abridged form. A different shorter version of this introduction 
appears in my “The Philosophical-Allegorical Exegesis of Scripture in the Middle 
Ages: Ma‘aseh Nissim by R. Nissim of Marseille,” in Me’ah She‘arim: Studies in 
Medieval Jewish Spiritual Life in Memory of Isadore Twersky, ed. Ezra Fleischer, 
Gerald Blidstein, Carmi Horowitz, and Bernard Septimus (Jerusalem: Magnes 
Press, 2001), 297-316 (Heb.). See also my “The Torah Commentary of R. Nissim 
b. Moshe of Marseille: A Medieval Approach to Torah u-Madda,” The Torah 
U-Madda Journal 10 (2001): 20-36; and “Some Observations on Ma‘aseh Nissim by 
R. Nissim of Marseille,” in Perspectives on Jewish Thought and Mysticism, ed. Alfred 
Ivry, Elliot Wolfson, and Allan Arkush (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic 
Publishers, 1998), 201-222, in which I append an English translation of Nissim’s 
commentary to the Torah portion “Mishpatim.”
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Nissim of Marseille  163

word for word.3 At times Nissim leaves his readers with the impression 
that he favors the latter approach, and ascribes to God the ability to act 
outside the boundaries of nature. A closer look at the composition, 
however, reveals a barely concealed radical Aristotelian approach.4 
Moreover, it becomes evident in the course of reading Nissim’s treatise 
that its primary aim is to explain all seemingly supernatural elements in 
the Torah in a rationalistic manner in conformity with Aristotelian 
philosophy and medieval science.

The date that Nissim completed his treatise cannot be established 
with certainty. Joshua Heschel Schorr, who analyzed this composition in 
depth and published extensive selections from it in his pioneering study 
of 1865, was convinced that it was written during the controversy 
in Provence surrounding the study of philosophy and the philosophical-al-
legorical interpretation of the Torah at the very beginning of the 
fourteenth century.5 His hypothesis was seemingly confirmed by Meyer 
Brayer, who in his edition of the section on Genesis transcribed the colo-
phon of the now lost and apparently original manuscript of this composition 
as follows: החמישי לאלף  ס"ד  שנת  ממרשיליא  משה  בן  נסים  דר'  במתיבתא   נכתב 
(Written in the academy of R. Nissim b. Moshe of Marseille in the 

3 For Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s approach and its subsequent influence on the interpreta-
tion of Maimonides, see in particular Aviezer Ravitzky, “Samuel Ibn Tibbon and 
the Esoteric Character of the Guide of the Perplexed,” AJS Review 6 (1981): 87-123, 
and Carlos Fraenkel, From Maimonides to Samuel Ibn Tibbon: The Transformation of 
Dalālat al-Hā’irīm into the Moreh Nevukhim, (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2007) 
(Heb.). Perhaps the most important protagonist of the alternate approach is 
Menaḥem HaMeiri. For a study of Meiri’s more moderate philosophical approach, 
see Moshe Halbertal, Between Torah and Wisdom (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2000) 
(Heb.); and Gregg Stern, Philosophy and Rabbinic Culture: Jewish Interpretation and 
Controversy in Medieval Languedoc (New York: Routledge, 2008).

4 Nissim indicates in the introduction to his treatise that he intends to reveal his 
views in an esoteric manner; see Ma‘aseh Nissim, 53-54. In the course of his discus-
sion, however, he allows his true views to emerge almost explicitly.

5 Joshua Heschel Schorr, “R. Nissim b. R. Moshe of Marseille,” HeḤalutz 7 (1865): 
88-144 (Heb.). For a study of Schorr’s approach, see my “The Writing and 
Rewriting of Ma‘aseh Nissim by R. Nissim of Marseille,” in Écriture et réécriture des 
textes philosophiques médiévaux, ed. Jacqueline Hamesse and Olga Weijers (Turn-
hout, Belgium: Brepols, 2006), 311-328.
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sixty-fourth year of the fifth millennium [1304]).6 Yet there are good 
reasons to question this date and to conclude that an error was made in 
the transcription. In his treatise, Nissim cites a lengthy passage from 
Alfarabi’s Enumeration of the Sciences as translated by Kalonymos ben 
Kalonymos. This translation was made in 1314, according to the avail-
able evidence.7 Nissim also refers to the activity on the part of a newly 
crowned king of France, his description matching that of Louis X at the 
beginning of his reign in 1315.8 It thus may very well be that the date 
written in the colophon of the manuscript was 5084 (1324), with the 
Hebrew letter “peh” (80) mistakenly read as a “samekh” (60) due to 
their similarity. The colophon also raises the interesting question of the 
nature of Nissim’s academy.9

Of Nissim’s life, nothing is known except for that which can be 
inferred from his treatise. Some scholars attribute to him the author-
ship of a philosophic commentary on Ruth, based on the fact that it 
opens with the words: “Nissim began by expounding,” and is found 
immediately after Ma‘aseh Nissim in one of the manuscripts. This iden-
tification, however, is questionable. While there are significant 
similarities between the two compositions, there are also notable differ-
ences as to the ideas they present and the terminology they employ. 

6 Meyer I. Brayer, “Nissim of Marseille’s Commentary on the Pentateuch” (DHL 
thesis, Yeshiva University, 1970), 3 (Heb.). The manuscript was in the possession 
of Brayer’s family, and both he and his brother informed me in private communi-
cation that they could not locate it and that no copies of it were ever made.

7 See Moritz Steinschneider, Gesammelte Schriften (Berlin: Nachdruck der Ausgabe, 
1925), 208. See also Mauro Zonta’s introduction to his edition of this treatise, La 
“Classificione delle Science” di Al-Farabi nella Tradizione Ebraica (Torino: Silvio 
Zamorani Editore, 1992), xxiii.

8 See Colette Sirat, “The Political Ideas of Nissim ben Moses of Marseille,” Jeru-
salem Studies in Jewish Thought 9 (1990), 54 (Heb.).

9 That is to say, was philosophy also being studied in this academy as is true of some 
of the later Spanish Jewish academies? On Jewish academies devoted to the study 
of philosophy, see Colette Sirat and Marc Geoffoy, “The Modena Manuscript and 
the Teaching of Philosophy in Fourteenth and Fifteenth Century Spain,” in Study 
and Knowledge in Jewish Thought Through the Ages, ed. Howard Kreisel (Beer 
Sheva: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev Press, 2006), 185-202.
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Nissim of Marseille  165

Moreover, neither composition refers to the other one or to any other 
composition that the author had written.10

Nissim was well grounded in all the traditional Jewish literature—
the Bible, the Talmud and midrashic literature, including the Book of 
Creation and Sefer Bahir, which he treats as rabbinic texts. He frequently 
cites from the commentaries of Abraham Ibn Ezra, and at times also 
from the commentaries of Rashi and David Kimḥi (Radak). He makes 
use of Judah Halevi’s Kuzari, and borrows from the works of Samuel 
and Moses Ibn Tibbon. He relies heavily on many of Levi’s exegetical 
comments in Livyat Ḥen, though in this case without once mentioning 
the author or his work by name. He apparently was also acquainted 
with HaMeiri’s Ḥibbur Ha-Teshuvah (Treatise on Repentance), and 
may have been acquainted with Baḥya ben Asher’s Torah commen-
tary, though they are not mentioned by name either. It is, however, 
Maimonides’ Guide, together with his Commentary on the Mishnah and 
his other writings, that exercised the most profound influence in the 
shaping of Nissim’s thought.

On one major issue, Nissim does not follow Maimonides’ lead. 
As is true of many of his rationalist contemporaries, he was well versed 
in astrology and regarded it as a practical science, as opposed to 
Maimonides’ view.11 Ibn Ezra’s astrological treatise Reshit Ḥokhmah 
(The Beginning of Wisdom) apparently served as his main reference 
work in this area. The extent of Nissim’s acquaintance with philosophic 
literature is harder to determine. In addition to Alfarabi’s Enumeration 
of the Sciences, he clearly is familiar with his The Political Regime (known 
as The Origins of Existents). Citations from a number of Averroes’ 
commentaries are also brought by Nissim in his treatise, including the 
short commentaries on Physics, Metaphysics, De Anima and Parva Natu-
ralia. Yet Nissim refrains from entering into any philosophic discussions, 
with the interesting exception of his critique of Averroes for misunder-
standing Avicenna’s view of the manner in which existence is a 

10 See my “A Fragment from a Commentary on Ruth Ascribed to R. Nissim of 
Marseille,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 14 (1998): 159-180 (Heb.).

11 For a study of Maimonides’ approach, see, for example, Y. Tzvi Langermann, 
“Maimonides’ Repudiation of Astrology,” Maimonidean Studies 2 (1991): 123-158.
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contingent attribute of that which exists.12 The focus of the treatise is 
entirely on how Judaism is to be understood and the Torah interpreted. 
In this chapter, I will provide a summary of his approach to some of the 
central topics he touches on in his treatise and bring a number of exam-
ples from his commentary to illustrate its radical, rationalistic nature.

Political Philosophy
Nissim, following Maimonides’ lead, accepts the Aristotelian view that 
the perfection of the intellect is the final goal of the human being.13 
Moral virtue plays an essential role in aiding the human being to attain 
this goal. The restraint of one’s desires for corporeal pleasures, in 
particular, helps one to direct the faculties of the soul to the attempt to 
perfect one’s intellect, in addition to aiding in the preservation of one’s 
physical health. In the case of many individuals, however, the desire 
for pleasure is so strong that it prevents them from appreciating the 
value of ethical virtue and conducting themselves accordingly. For this 
reason, people require political leadership. Nissim provides an inter-
esting explanation to the Aristotelian dictum: “Man is by nature a 
political animal”14—that is, only through a leader who legislates moral 
laws and instills fear in the hearts of the inhabitants of the country can 
the individual be guided to the moral virtues by means of which one 

12 For a study of this issue in medieval thought, see Fazlur Rahman, “Essence and 
Existence in Avicenna,” Medieval and Renaissance Studies 4 (1958): 1-16; Alexander 
Altmann, Studies in Religious Philosophy and Mysticism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1969), 108-127. See also Aviezer Ravitzky, “Possible and Contin-
gent Existence in the Exegesis of Maimonides in the Thirteenth Century,” Daat 
2-3 (1978): 67-98 (Heb.).

13 Much of the discussion that follows is reminiscent of Maimonides’ approach, 
particularly as it finds its expression in Eight Chapters and Guide 2.39-40; 3.27-28, 
54. I have dealt extensively with Maimonides’ approach to human perfection and 
the role of ethics in its attainment in Maimonides’ Political Thought (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1999). For an analysis of Maimonides’ political philosophy, see my “Maimon-
ides’ Political Philosophy,” in Cambridge Companion to Moses Maimonides, ed. 
Kenneth Seeskin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 193-220. For a 
further study of Nissim’s political thought, see Sirat, “The Political Ideas of Nissim 
ben Moses of Marseille,” 53-76.

14 See Politics 1.2, 1253a. Aristotle’s Politics was not translated into Arabic or Hebrew 
in the medieval period, yet this dictum was widely known and cited. Maimonides, 
for example, mentions it in Guide 2.40.
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Nissim of Marseille  167

preserves one’s body and intellect.15 In addition, Nissim brings the 
well-known explanation that a human being is political by nature 
because he is in need of society to fulfill his physical needs.16

Nissim’s approach appears to be directly influenced by Alfarabi’s 
discussion in The Political Regime, which explains the necessity for a 
ruler as follows:

Since what is intended by man’s existence is that he attain supreme 
happiness, he—in order to achieve it—needs to know what happi-
ness is, make it his end, and hold it before his eyes. Then, after that, 
he needs to know the things he ought to do in order to attain happi-
ness, and then to do these actions. In view of what has been said 
about the differences in the natural dispositions of individual men, 
not everyone is disposed to know happiness on his own, or the things 
that he ought to do, but needs a teacher and a guide for this purpose. 
Some men need little guidance, others need a great deal of it. In 
addition, even when a man is guided to these two [that is, happiness 
and the actions leading to it], he will not, in the absence of an 
external stimulus and something to arouse him, necessarily do what 
he has been taught and guided to. This is how most men are. There-
fore they need someone to make all this known to them and to arouse 
them to do it. Besides, it is not in the power of every man to guide 
others nor in the power of every man to induce others to do these 
things. . . . The supreme ruler without qualification is he who does 
not need anyone to rule him in anything whatever, but has actually 
acquired the sciences and every kind of knowledge, and has no need 
of a man to guide him in anything. He is able to comprehend well 
each one of the particular things that he ought to do. He is able to 
guide well all others to everything in which he instructs them, to 

15 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 62-63. The source of this view is Plato’s Republic 4, 434a.
16 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 63-64. See Guide 2.40; cf. Guide 3.27. In these chapters, Maimon-

ides stresses the social function of ethics—i.e., it enables people of far different 
temperaments to function together in order to ensure the satisfaction of their 
corporeal needs—as opposed to its immediate contribution to the perfection of the 
individual. The latter idea, however, is also present in Maimonides’ writings; see 
my Maimonides’ Political Thought, 159-188. In the introduction to Commentary on 
the Mishnah, Maimonides brings still another explanation of the political nature of 
the human being, which also has its source in Aristotle’s thought—from a psycho-
logical perspective, human beings require the companionship of others.
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employ all those who do any of the acts for which they are equipped, 
and to determine, define, and direct these acts toward happiness.17

Nissim’s depiction of the perfect ruler is clearly in the spirit of the view 
of Alfarabi when he writes: “He possesses a very strong rational faculty, 
which always is subservient to his final form. For the true ruler and the 
one for whom leadership is appropriate, is the one who is perfect in his 
character traits, always aims for true happiness, and does not require 
the instruction of any other person. He leads others and his intellect 
leads him.”18

The promise of divine reward and punishment plays a crucial role 
in the governance of a state. The threat of the human leader’s punish-
ment is not sufficient to insure the adherence to morality, since there is 
no way for a leader to know what happens in private, nor can he place 
a policeman in every home, as Nissim notes.19 Furthermore, it is not 
possible for human leaders to reward in a just manner all those who 
carefully refrain from doing evil. Thus there is a need for supernatural 
reward and punishment, “so that a person will fear God privately just 
as he fears other individuals openly.”20

This view raises the fundamental problem in interpreting Nissim’s 
approach: is he of the opinion that the belief in supernatural reward 
and punishment is a necessary belief for the governance of a state as 
well as a true one, or does he regard it as a necessary but false one when 
understood in its literal sense? Maimonides had previously drawn the 
distinction between true beliefs and those that are necessary for gover-
nance, bringing as an example “our belief that He, may He be exalted, 
is violently angry with those who disobey Him and that it is therefore 
necessary to fear Him and to dread Him and to take care not to 

17 Translated by Fauzi M. Najjar, in Medieval Political Philosophy, ed. Ralph Lerner 
and Muhsin Mahdi (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), 35-36. For a study of 
Alfarabi’s political thought, see Miriam Galston, Politics and Excellence: The Polit-
ical Philosophy of Alfarabi (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990). 

18 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 64.
19 Ibid., 66.
20 Ibid., 66.
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disobey.”21 Easily discerned is the connection between Nissim’s approach 
and that of Maimonides; harder to discern is their true view on this 
matter. Maimonides explicitly rejects the view that one should ascribe 
to God the trait of anger. Anger is an affectation of the soul that is tied 
to the body, and all such traits must be categorically negated in regard 
to God.22 The question remains whether Maimonides hints here at the 
view that God does not punish in a supernatural manner, but it is 
crucial to impart to the masses belief in such punishment in order to 
ensure their obedience. In the case of Nissim, this view more clearly 
emerges from a number of his discussions, though he is careful never to 
state it explicitly. Few are those in his view who “accept what is true 
because of its truth, do what is good because of its goodness, and grasp 
what is right because of its rightness.”23 Hence supernatural acts or 
miracles are required in order to strengthen the belief of the masses in 
divine revelation—that is to say, God’s command to the prophet to 
bring His message to the people—and accept the opinions and actions 
communicated by the prophet. The miracles also forestall the attempts 
to negate these opinions and actions by human reason. As we shall see 
below, Nissim does not deny the occurrence of miracles, as is true also 
of the phenomenon of revelation, yet neither does he affirm their super-
natural quality as specific acts intended by God. Rather he views them 
essentially as naturalistic events employed, or at times brought about, 
by the prophet in order to accomplish his ends. In a similar naturalistic 
manner, he approaches the seemingly supernatural rewards and punish-
ments promised in the Torah. 

For example, he explains as follows the divine promise of rain as a 
reward for observing the commandments:

Regarding the fall of rain or its cessation, it is possible that this 
belongs to the category of the promises that are necessary for all 
those who lay down a law, because the masses and the entire nation 
will be impressed thereby, and they shall hear and fear and no longer 

21 See Guide 3.28: 512.
22 Ibid. 1.36, 54. For a study of this point, see Hannah Kasher, “The Myth of ‘God’s 

Anger’ in the Guide of the Perplexed,” Eshel Beer Sheva 4 (1996): 95-111 (Heb.).
23 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 75.
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act wantonly [Deuteronomy 17:13]. The lives of human beings and all 
their beasts are dependent upon the rain. It is also not improbable 
that this belongs to the category of promises that are necessarily 
fulfilled. One finds this promise only in regard to bowing down 
before other gods and to sacrificing to the heavenly bodies. Those 
who do so are the ones who abandon the laws of nature and its 
decrees, while trusting in and relying upon the making of images, 
such as talismans and similar objects, in order to bring down the 
supernal forces. They always seek the aid of objects with extraordi-
nary properties, which suffice [to accomplish their desired ends] in 
accordance with their opinion. They thereby are negligent in working 
the land, and they make no effort in planting and harvesting in 
accordance with what is proper and required. Consequently, the land 
will be utterly desolate [Isaiah 6:11], and not yield up its fruit [Deuter-
onomy 11:17]. Therefore the rain will not be of any benefit, for labor 
completes nature, just as nature completes labor in some matters. 
Hence there is no wonder in the fact that the purpose of the natural 
rain is the labor of sowing.24

Nissim interprets the divine punishment of withholding the rain as 
referring not to the actual cessation of rain but to a situation that 
produces similar results due to the practice of idolatry.25 In general, he 
divides the promises of rewards and punishments into three categories: 
those which the intellect shows necessarily result from one’s actions; 
those which are necessary to inculcate in order to maintain the religion; 
those which belong to the first category when understood in a non- 
literal manner and the second category when interpreted literally.26

The rewards promised for obeying the social laws are treated by 
Nissim as occurring in a naturalistic manner, even though the masses 
see in these rewards the hand of God. His political-social acuity can 
be discerned in his explanation of how God’s blessing to one who 
helps the poor—You shall surely give him and your heart shall not be 
grieved when you give to him because for this thing God your Lord shall 

24 Ibid., 120-121. It is interesting to note that Nissim’s argument is based on Maimon-
ides’ argument against astrology as found in his epistle on this subject; see below. 

25 Maimonides also mentions this punishment in Guide 3.30, which comes in his view 
to counter the promises made in the idolatrous religions that these practices will 
cause the rain to fall. He leaves it an open question, however, if he believes that 
God fulfills this promise in a miraculous manner.

26 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 118.
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bless you in all your works and in all that to which you put your hand 
(Deuteronomy 15:10)—comes about:

For by this he shall attract the hearts of the poor and extinguish the 
fire of their jealousy of him and his wealth. He will remain secure in 
his house and in his field and not fear for his flocks, grains, and 
fruits. He will procure them as servants who will serve him faith-
fully, and will be assisted by them to complete his labors. For the 
poor need the rich and are his right hand. For this reason, Scripture 
linked the blessing with his labors, not with the natural, for it did 
not say: “The land shall give its yield and the trees of the field their 
fruit,” but only: “in all your works and in all that to which you put 
your hand.” . . . One should do all that is possible to be aided [in this 
manner], and by this will he be blessed, and he should not rely solely 
on the reward for this commandment and remain idle. It is sufficient 
if he is blessed and succeeds in all the work of his hands.27

The theme that social justice naturally leads to a thriving society while 
injustice inevitably leads to the breakup of society, defeat at the hands 
of one’s enemies, and exile recurs throughout Nissim’s treatise. In a 
similar manner, the long life promised to one who honors his parents is 
explained by the example one sets for one’s children, who in turn will 
help care for him and preserve his life.28 In all these cases Nissim 
thereby shows how the reward and punishment need not be under-
stood in a supernatural manner. 

Certainly the ultimate supernatural event in Jewish tradition is 
the handing down of the Torah to Moses from heaven. Nissim hints in 
a number of passage that this belief is not to be understood in a literal 
manner, and that Moses himself legislated the Torah on the basis of the 
perfection he attained.29 Following Maimonides’ lead, he sees the 
fundamental difference between the Torah and other legislations as 
lying in the fact that the latter are concerned solely with the “welfare 
of the body”—that is to say, social order—while the Torah is concerned 
also with the perfection of the intellect. In short, the divinity of the 
Torah is discerned by its purpose rather than its immediate agent.  

27 Ibid., 458-459.
28 Ibid., 338-339.
29 For a further discussion of this point see below and see chapter 9, 332.
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Only a law that leads to human perfection and not just social order 
deserves the epithet “divine.”30 Maimonides’ view that the command-
ments of the Torah reflect a perfect “equibalance,” neither excessive 
nor deficient in the demand to worship God or in the restraint of one’s 
appetites, is also echoed by Nissim. This perfect equibalance is a further 
reason why the Torah is called Divine Law.31 While Nissim explicitly 
attacks the view that the Torah should be traced to a human agent 
rather than God, insofar as all that it commands and teaches is shown 
to be mandated by the intellect,32 at the same time he alludes to his 
esoteric opinion that the belief in the supernatural origin of the Torah 
is intended for the masses. For example, he elaborates upon the ulti-
mate perfection attained by Moses, which leads him to attempt to 
perfect others and to protect them from the evils that they bring upon 
themselves through poor choices, particularly in following their corpo-
real appetites. To illustrate this point, Nissim refers to the 
commandments to limit sexual intercourse, food, and drink, implying 
thereby that they were formulated by Moses himself.33 This view is 
presented almost explicitly in a subsequent passage, where Nissim sees 
it as the view hinted at also by the Sages:

Another citation commenting on the first verse: And He [God] called 
to Moses [Leviticus 1:1]. “It is written above in the section on the 
Tabernacle: As the Lord commanded Moses. This is analogous to a 
king who commanded his servant: ‘Build me a palace.’ On each item 
the servant built, he would write the name of the king—on the walls, 
pillars, and ceilings. Similarly, when the Lord said to Moses: ‘Build 
me a tabernacle’—on each item that he built he would write: As the 
Lord had commanded Moses. God said: Moses paid me the highest 
honor and here I am inside and he is on the outside. Call him to 
enter before Me inside. For this reason it is said: And He called to 
Moses [Leviticus Rabbah 1.7].” The Sages alluded here to a great 
secret, in accordance with what we hinted in this chapter. That is to 
say, the command in general was from God to Moses’ intellect. He 

30 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 67; cf. Guide 2.40. For a further discussion of Maimonides’ 
approach to this issue see above, chapter 2, 23-25.

31 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 68, 160-162; cf. Guide 2.39.
32 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 172-173; for a further discussion of this point, see below.
33 Ibid., 100.
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related to his intellectual part the matters in a general way—all the 
directives of the Torah, its commandments and prohibitions—in 
order to maintain the corporeal part and to lead it, and that it 
should always be directed to what is suitable and salutary, and 
distanced from what is harmful to the body and the soul. And Moses 
would write by each detail: “As God commanded Moses,” in order 
to honor God, and to elevate these matters in the eyes of the Israel-
ites, in order that they fear God and refrain from sin.34

This midrash is in fact quite a radical one, for it implies that God issued 
the general command to build a tabernacle and it was Moses himself 
who planned all the particulars of the tabernacle and ascribed each of 
them to the divine command. Nissim takes this idea much further and 
sees it as true of the Divine Law as a whole. That is to say, the command 
to Moses was to legislate a law for the people, and it was Moses himself 
who formulated all of the particular commandments and ascribed each 
of them to God. Moreover, Nissim does not see this command coming 
to Moses by supernatural means, such as by way of a creation of a 
divine audible voice. Rather it was attained by the intellect of Moses. 
Nissim hints thereby that it resulted from a prophetic emanation, 
which he treats as a naturalistic phenomenon.35

Insofar as the Torah is the ideal legislation in Nissim’s view, its 
teachings are essentially in harmony with philosophy, except for those 
that are necessary in order to ensure the faith of the masses. Yet it is 
precisely these irrational teachings that make it susceptible to rejection 
on rationalist grounds. Nissim sees theology as providing the means for 
rationally defending these problematic teachings and upholding the 
religion in the face of the rationalist critique. He cites from Alfarabi’s 
Enumeration of the Sciences the various apologetic theological approaches 
one should adopt to achieve this end.36

Nissim summarizes the purpose of the Torah as follows: “The 
intent of the Torah and its purpose is twofold: to perfect the rationalists 

34 Ibid., 177-178.
35 For a further discussion of Nissim’s approach to prophecy, see below, 187-190.
36 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 70-71. Cf. Alfarabi, Enumeration of the Sciences, chapter 5. This 

chapter was translated into English by Fauzi M. Najjar and appears in Medieval 
Political Philosophy, 27-30. 
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in true opinions, and the masses in fine virtues and characteristics, so 
that the political community will be rectified and ordered, and the 
perfect among them will merit life in the world to come.”37 While 
Maimonides’ stance in Guide 3.27 is evident in this summary, the differ-
ences are also glaring. Maimonides obscures his view on who will merit 
eternal life. Nissim, on the other hand, is quite explicit on the point 
that the perfect alone will, for only they are capable of perfecting their 
intellect. Moreover, he sees them as acting morally due to the dictates 
of their intellect, hence the commands of the Torah are more crucial for 
the conduct of the masses who are under the sway of their appetitive 
faculty.

The tension in the fact that the Torah is designed primarily to lead 
those capable of human perfection in the right direction, but must 
constantly compromise with the intellectual limitations of the masses in 
order to ensure their obedience and moral behavior, is evident in 
Nissim’s thought, just as in the case of Maimonides.38 Furthermore, the 
masses’ misunderstanding of the true teachings of the Torah and their 
attacks on the philosophers serve to undermine the attainment of the 
Torah’s ultimate objective—a view that appears to underlie much of 
Maimonides’ life work in his attempt to rectify this situation and refine 
the people’s beliefs. This leads Nissim to offer a scathing critique of the 
popular understanding of Judaism and strongly defend the loyalty of 
the Jewish philosophers to religious practice against their detractors, a 
loyalty he traces to their superior understanding. At the same time, he 
shows his appreciation of the masses’ dedication to the religion despite—
or because of—their fundamental ignorance, hence the need not to 
disturb their naïve faith:

It is fitting that the masses be left alone, and they [be allowed to] 
continue to maintain their thoughts, and not be budged from all that 
they imagine. For the women and mass of fools who are immersed in 
their beliefs in the imaginary and always believe in the impossible, 
nonetheless possess something good—they uphold the Torah and 
commandments with all their might, and they are exceptionally 

37 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 149.
38 See my discussion of this issue in Maimonides’ Political Thought, 189-223.
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stringent in the observance of the practical commandments. The 
reason for this is their forementioned imaginary fear. They are 
willing to subject their bodies and souls to great dangers in order to 
fulfill the Torah and its commandments. . . . If one informs the 
masses of all the matters as they truly are, their intellects will become 
confused. They will fall into a deep despair and experience great 
perplexity, which may lead them to heresy and to abandon the reli-
gion. The women, and men following their path, observe the 
commandments solely with their limbs since they do not understand 
the reasons for the practical commandments, and for what end they 
were commanded. They labor to observe them scrupulously, without 
knowing their purpose and utility. They are like a burden-carrying 
mule that knows nothing of the purpose of its labors and the utility 
of its activity. The rationalists (maskilim) observe the command-
ments with the requisite scrupulousness because of their purpose 
and utility. They observe the commandments with their limbs, and 
even more with their thought and heart, for every practical command-
ment comes either in order to teach a correct opinion or to reject a 
false opinion; to help a person acquire a noble quality or distance the 
person from an opprobrious one.39 Just as it happens that the masses, 
due to their fear, do not sin and they are scrupulous in their obser-
vance since they do not know anything, it happens at times that they 
perform the less significant commandments, abandon the more 
precious ones and are lenient in their observance of the weighty ones 
because of their limited discernment. For this reason, people are 
mistaken when they judge the rationalists as not being committed to 
the practical commandments. They say of them that they are solely 
committed to rational opinions and true beliefs. In reference to the 
masses, they say that they are the ones committed to the practical 
commandments and they are the pious ones (ḥasidim). How greatly 
mistaken are those who say this, for as our sages have already main-
tained: “The ignorant one is not pious” (lo ‘am ha’aretz ḥasid) 
[Mishnah Avot 2.5].40

The Torah, for Nissim as for Maimonides, is the quintessential prac-
tical expression of political philosophy. Given the great difference in 
people’s temperaments, hence the great wisdom required in order to 
mold them into a harmonious polity, and even more important, the 
great difference in their intellectual ability, the Torah continuously 
balances the need to purify the thought of its adherents in order to 

39 See Guide 3.27-28, 31.
40 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 115-117.
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guide them to perfection and the need to safeguard them from experi-
encing a crisis of faith that could easily lead to heresy.

The Principles of Judaism
Perhaps the most significant innovation of Maimonides in advancing 
the Torah’s objective as he understood it was in formulating the thirteen 
principles of Judaism, and in treating them as legally binding upon all 
Jews.41 Despite the fact that no comparable list of dogmas existed in 
Judaism prior to Maimonides’ time, he makes no attempt to defend his 
list or to indicate the criteria he used in determining what constitutes a 
principle. In order to fill this lacuna, Nissim devotes a chapter of his 
treatise to discuss the nature and purpose of these principles.42 He 
defines what constitutes a principle of religion along lines borrowed 
from natural philosophy:

Every religion has cornerstones and independent principles. If one 
envisions their absence, the religion would be annulled. Every 
natural and humanly created object has parts that facilitate its exis-
tence and define it, some which are in common with other objects 
and some which distinguish it from them in an essential manner. It 
also has special and accidental qualities, which are not required for 
its existence, insofar as they are not essential to it. Similarly, the 
Torah and the religion have essential principles. Other inessential 
matters are also appended to it.43

Nissim does not dispute Maimonides’ list; his discussion is primarily a 
commentary on it. He opens his discussion by raising two questions 
concerning these principles: “Are they mandated by the intellect or are 
they set down on the basis of faith alone, and in what respect are they 

41 Maimonides presents these principles at the end of his Commentary on the Mishnah, 
Introduction to Pereq Ḥeleq. For a study of Maimonides’ thirteen principles, its 
antecedents and subsequent influence on Jewish thought, see Menachem Kellner, 
Dogma in Medieval Jewish Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986).

42 For a study of Nissim’s approach, see also Barry Mesch, “Nissim of Marseille’s 
Approach to the ‘Iqqarim’,” Proceedings of the Ninth World Congress of Jewish 
Studies, 3 (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1986), 85-92.

43 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 148.
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principles of our religion, the divine and perfect religion of Moses?”44 
As we shall see, Nissim regards this list as primarily political in nature, 
though some of the principles clearly serve a crucial pedagogical 
function.

Nissim’s tendency toward categorization finds its expression in his 
approach to this subject, and mirrors his categorization of the rewards 
and punishments set down in the Torah:

We say that they are divided into parts: some are proven by the 
intellect; some are not known by the intellect but are necessary and 
established on the basis of faith alone; and some are composed of 
both these facets. Eight are known by the intellect, and they are: the 
existence of God; His unity; He is not a force in a body; it is not 
proper to praise and worship another; He knows the actions of 
human beings and nothing is unknown to Him; the belief in 
prophecy; it is not possible that there will be any change in the laws 
of the religion, its commandments, beliefs, and benefits, for it is 
beneficial and good at all times, and the truth does not change; the 
belief that there will come a time that redemption, salvation, and 
kingship will return to Israel. Three are necessitated and established 
on the basis of faith: the resurrection of the dead; creation; the 
difference between the prophecy of Moses and that of the other 
prophets. Two are composed of both these facets, and they are: 
Torah from heaven; reward and punishment. All these are essential 
beliefs, for if one of them is absent the Torah would not be what it 
is—that is, the Divine Law of Moses—and its form which its Giver 
intended will be corrupted.45

All these principles, Nissim points out, are in the realm of opinions, 
“for actions serve as the ‘matter’ for opinions and beliefs, in order to 
impress upon the hearts of the people that which is intended by them, 
that it should not depart from them.”46 He goes on to explain the 

44 Ibid., 149.
45 Ibid., 149.
46 Ibid. This view essentially follows the one that Maimonides presents in his 

approach to the commandments in The Guide of the Perplexed; see below, chapter 
10. Compare also to Ibn Ezra’s approach in Yesod Mora ve-Sod Torah, ed. Joseph 
Cohen (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2002), chap. 7, 140. Ibn Ezra writes 
as follows: “Pay heed to my words and know that all the commandments written in 
the Torah or accepted on the basis of tradition or the enactments laid down by the 
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importance of each of the principles in upholding Judaism, while 
obscuring his opinion regarding the truth of the ones that are laid 
down on the basis of faith alone.

The first three principles that are known by the intellect—the exis-
tence of the one incorporeal deity—lie at the root of metaphysical 
knowledge. They should be considered principles, “since the primary 
intent of the Torah and its goal is to set straight the human intellect 
with true opinions, which are the primary beliefs for all other true 
beliefs.”47 As for belief in prophecy, the philosophers verify the exis-
tence of this phenomenon. It is to be considered a principle in Nissim’s 
view, since without it there is no belief in the prophecy of Moses, by 
means of which the Torah was transmitted. In regard to God’s knowl-
edge of particulars, Nissim is well aware from Maimonides’ discussion 
in the Guide that the Aristotelian philosophers disagree with this view. 
He accepts Maimonides’ arguments that God’s perfection must include 
such knowledge, though in a manner we are incapable of grasping, for 
otherwise He would be subject to privation. God knows all particulars 
by way of His Self-knowledge as the cause of all that exists, hence this 
knowledge is not external to His essence.48 Nissim considers this belief 
a principle due to its necessity in upholding the belief in reward and 
punishment, which in turn serves as a principle in every religion, for 
without it the masses would not observe the precepts.49 The principle 
that God alone is worthy of worship is also regarded by Nissim as a 
belief rooted in the intellect, a view that Maimonides expresses in the 
introduction to his Commentary on the Mishnah but appears to retract 
in his Mishneh Torah, Laws of Idolatry.50 Nissim deems this belief a 
principle of Judaism insofar as it comes to eliminate the worship of 
figurines or talismans, with the intent of bringing down forces from 

patriarchs, even though most of them involve deed or speech, all of them are for 
the purpose of rectifying the heart.” 

47 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 150
48 See Guide 3.16, 19-21.
49 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 152. Nissim thereby alludes to the reason why this belief immedi-

ately precedes reward and punishment in Maimonides’ list and does not immediately 
follow the other beliefs directly relating to God.

50 See Maimonides’ Political Thought, 88.
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heavenly bodies at fixed times. The worship of these figures, in turn, 
reinforces belief in the eternity of the world as against the principle of 
creation, and serves as a substitute to engaging in all the natural tasks 
required to produce sustenance and protect one’s land—an argument 
taken from Maimonides’ epistle to Montpellier condemning the belief 
in astrology.51 Finally, this principle prevents the masses from believing 
the contemptible falsehood that the talismans themselves are gods.52

The two remaining principles that Nissim considers to be known by the 
intellect are explained in an interesting manner. The belief that the 
Torah will not be abrogated or undergo any form of change is based on 
the view that it is of the utmost perfection and any change thus would 
be a defect, a view that Maimonides himself voices in Guide 2.39. 
Nissim stresses that the commandments were designed to benefit the 
“chosen masses” in every period and place, as opposed to human legis-
lations which are promulgated in accordance with specific temporal 
circumstances. It is clear in his view that this belief should be desig-
nated a principle, for it ensures the continued existence of the Torah.53 
The final principle in this category, the coming of the messiah, is also 
proven by the intellect, based on the Aristotelian principle that “the 
possible in the things that exist for eternity must be realized.”54 Since 
Israel will exist eternally, as the prophets foretell,55 and the coming of 
the messiah is possible, this event therefore must occur. Nissim considers 
this belief to be a principle, since:

This hope will join us together in the observance of our religion, and 
unite us in our belief, and strengthen our hands, and make us into 

51 For an English translation of this epistle, see Ralph Lerner, “Maimonides’ Letter 
on Astrology,” History of Religions 8 (1968): 143-158. Maimonides’ essentially 
stresses the belief in determinism entailed by the belief in astrology, in addition to 
the fact that astrology is a false science and promotes the belief that the planets are 
deities.

52 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 152-154. Compare Maimonides’ discussion of the origin of idolatry 
in Mishneh Torah, Laws of Idolatry 1.1-2. Interestingly, Nissim adduces naturalistic 
explanation why at times this worship does help one to learn the future by helping 
to strengthen the individual’s imaginative faculty.

53 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 155-156.
54 Aristotle, Metaphysics 9.4, 1047b.
55 See Isaiah 66:22.
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one nation, though we are dispersed to all corners of the world and 
to the distant islands. Due to this promise and hope, we will not 
stumble and despair in the harshness of our exile, convert from our 
pure religion and assimilate with the other peoples.56

The second category of principles—those based on faith alone—include 
not only resurrection and the unique nature of Mosaic prophecy, but 
also the creation of the world. All three of these principles revolve 
around the notion of a divine will that is not limited to the workings of 
the natural order. Nissim surprisingly ignores the philosophic argu-
ments adduced by Maimonides for creation,57 focusing solely on the 
religious reasons for maintaining this belief. While Nissim echoes 
Maimonides’ argument in Guide 2.25 that without belief in creation 
one cannot believe in the principle that the Torah is from heaven, his 
formulation of this idea is highly significant:

Without the belief that the Torah came from heaven in the way that 
is generally accepted, the masses will not believe in what is appro-
priate to believe and will not accept chastisement. . . . In laying 
down a beginning and creation of that which God created, it follows 
that God, the Lord is truth [Jeremiah 10:10], for by reason of [the 
belief in] creation, they will believe what the intellect mandates as 
true. Or it means that they will believe in truth that God is the Lord 
and He gave them this Torah, and consequently they will accept His 
decrees and commandments.58

Nissim thereby alludes to the view that the belief in creation is neces-
sary for the masses, for only by means of this belief will they be prepared 
to believe in the existence of God—a belief that is shown to be true by 
the intellect—as well as in the divine origin of the Torah, which in turn 
is the basis for accepting its commandments. His discussion suggests 
that he does not regard this as a true belief, but one that is politically 
and pedagogically necessary. As we have seen, his discussion of the 

56 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 156.
57 For a discussion of this issue, see above, chapter 3. In an earlier chapter of his 

treatise, Nissim indicates that the intellect does not disprove creation; see Ma‘aseh 
Nissim, 83.

58 Ibid., 157.
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Torah suggests that God was not its immediate author and this belief 
too is necessary for the masses, while the wise accept the Torah because 
of its perfection. This interpretation is further strengthened by his 
treatment of the other two principles that belong to this category.

The importance in believing in the categorical difference between 
the prophecy of Moses and that of the other prophets, insofar as the 
prophecy of Moses did not involve the imagination,59 is crucial in 
accepting the commandments in accordance with their literal meaning 
and not viewing them as parables.60 The reason Nissim sees this as a 
principle that is accepted on the basis of faith alone, he explains as 
follows:

The philosopher, though he believes in the existence of prophecy 
and verifies its words, does not believe in “Go and speak to,”61 and 
in novel acts of [divine] will. He also does not believe that prophecy 
reaches the human species except by the mediation of the activity of 
the imagination, and that its distinctive subject and purpose is 
knowledge of future events and specific hidden existing things. The 
apprehension of truths, rejection of falsehood, choice of the good 
and fine activities, and abandonment of their opposite in accordance 
with what is grasped by the intellect—all this according to them 
results from the activity of the human intellect while awake, and this 
is its intended purpose.62

In a subsequent discussion, Nissim stresses the divine volitional or 
supernatural element even in non-Mosaic prophecy—a view that he 
traces to Maimonides’ stance in Guide 2.32 regarding the withholding 
of prophecy from the worthy63—in contradistinction to the philoso-
phers’ completely naturalistic approach. Yet there too he subtly alludes 

59 See, for example, Guide 2.45. This trait underlies most, if not all, of the differences 
between the two types of prophecy that Maimonides posits in Mishneh Torah, Laws 
of the Principles of the Torah 7.6. See also below, chapter 9, 316.

60 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 158, 173.
61 That is to say, in the prophetic mission as commanded by God.
62 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 159. That the distinctive characteristic of normative prophecy is 

divination is a view also voiced by Maimonides despite his stress on the intellectual 
perfection of the prophet; see Mishneh Torah, Laws of the Principles of the Torah 
10.3. For a further discussion of this point, see below, chapter 8, 282-284.

63 For a discussion of this chapter, see Howard Kreisel, Prophecy: The History of an 
Idea in Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2001), 222-230.
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to the view that this stance was prompted by political-pedagogical 
considerations.64

The resurrection of the dead, Nissim notes, belongs to the great 
miracles that are impossible by nature.65 The significance of this belief 
lies in the fact that, “without it, all the masses will not hold on to the 
good or refrain from evil. For this reason all the religions teach it and 
lay it down [as a principle].”66 In light of Nissim’s subsequent discus-
sion of miracles, it is clear that he regards this belief too as politically 
necessary rather than true.

The final category consists of the two principles that have two 
facets: one that is posited on the basis of faith alone, and the other that 
is known also by the intellect. These principles are: Torah from heaven, 
and reward and punishment. The content of the Torah is shown to be in 
harmony with the intellect and its utility is manifest, while the notion 
that Moses received it from God and recorded what he heard without 
changing a single word is known on the basis of faith alone. Similarly, 
there are rewards and punishments to the body and to the soul that 
are shown to be true by the intellect, while others are miraculous 
and are known by faith alone.

While Nissim treats all the principles as essential in upholding the 
religion, it is interesting to note that some of them are subordinate to 
others. Belief in creation, for example, serves to bolster belief in Torah 
from heaven and the existence of God. Belief in prophecy is necessary 
for the belief in the unique prophecy of Moses. In general, it appears 
that most of the principles are formulated for the sake of the masses in 
order to ensure their obedience. This is true not only of all the princi-
ples rooted in faith alone, but even many that are mandated by the 
intellect in Nissim’s view, such as belief in the coming of the messiah. 
In light of the Torah’s dual goal as posited by Nissim—to guide the 
rationalists to intellectual perfection and the masses to moral perfec-
tion—we may conclude that most of the principles promote the latter 

64 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 178-179. For Nissim’s discussion of prophecy, see below, 187-190.
65 Ibid., 140.
66 Ibid., 157.
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goal, while those pertaining to the essence of God primarily promote 
the former.

One wonders, however, how Nissim—or the Sages and Maimon-
ides according to his view—could insist that all Jews, even the 
rationalists, accept each one of these beliefs or else be treated as here-
tics, if he in fact did not believe in their literal truth. Nissim alludes to 
this problem in the course of discussing the principle that the Torah 
is from heaven, while dealing with the case of one who openly expresses 
the opinion that the Torah originated in the human intellect, and it 
is the intellect that is given from heaven. Nissim’s stance on this issue 
is exceptionally noteworthy:

This one is also a heretic and it is fitting to eliminate him from the 
world. For this reason, to my way of thinking, the language of the 
Sages is: “One who says that the Torah is not from heaven” [Mishnah 
Sanhedrin 10.1], and not: “One who believes.” For by speaking alone 
he harms the multitude and commits heresy, even if he believes as 
we do that the Torah is of great utility. . . . For the speech that issues 
forth from him is ruinous and destructive, to him and to others, a 
severe transgression and most blameworthy. For this reason the 
Sages said: “One who says.” Even if he interprets and rectifies his 
speech in any manner whatsoever, it will not help him to avoid being 
labeled a heretic. He causes others to weaken their hope in the 
Torah, and thwarts God’s intent, since Moses His prophet wanted 
“for Israel to be righteous, hence he multiplied for them the Torah 
and commandments” [Mishnah Maqqot 3.16], and commanded in 
His Name what he commanded.67

An astute reader of this passage could hardly fail to grasp Nissim’s 
intent, though Nissim carefully conveys his position so as to avoid 
being guilty of heresy in accordance with his own definition of this 
grievous sin. It is not the truth that is heretical but the proclaiming of 
truth to those who cannot handle it, which would serve only to weaken 
their commitment to the divine Law.

67 Ibid., 160. Note that in the quote in the Mishnah, Moses is not mentioned; “The 
Holy One blessed be He wanted Israel to be righteous . . . .”
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Providence
From all of Maimonides’ esoteric positions, the one that comes closest 
to being presented almost explicitly is his view regarding individual 
providence. A careful reading of Maimonides’ position reveals that 
God does not exercise providence directly, but the instrument of divine 
providence is the human intellect itself. The more the individual 
develops the intellect, the more the intellect protects him from physical 
evils by guiding him in all his actions and directing him to pursue only 
what aids him to attain final perfection.68 It shows him, for example, 
how to preserve his health and live in harmony with others, what is 
truly important in life and what has only imaginary value and should 
not concern him. We already saw that some of the Provençal philoso-
phers prior to Nissim, such as Samuel Ibn Tibbon and his son Moses, 
discerned Maimonides’ naturalistic approach to this subject.69

Nissim continues in this vein in the presentation of his own views.70 
The intellect is the “angel” that protects the individual. The individual 
of perfect intellect—that is, the one who attains prophecy—is further 
protected since he can also foretell harmful events about to take place 
and take steps to avoid their evil effects. In this manner, Nissim inter-
prets Psalms 91, the Song of Mishaps, and ties providence not only to 
prophetic divination but also to astrological knowledge:

For He will save you from the fowler’s trap [Psalms 91:3]. The intellect 
will inform you and counsel you, which will enable you to protect 
yourself from the fowler’s trap—that is, from changes [resulting from] 
the order [of the stars], which is like a hidden trap that suddenly 
ensnares. You will know by virtue of your wisdom their matter, 
path, changes in their situation, conjunction, and opposition, and 
what they determine for good or for bad, and you will take counsel 
and flee, a prudent man foresees evil and hides himself [Proverbs 22:3], 
hide yourself for a short moment until the wrath shall pass [Isaiah 
26:20]. In this manner one will be saved and the order will not be 

68 Guide 3.17-18. See above, chapter 3, 46-47; see also below, chapter 11, 412-415.
69 See above, chapter 4, 96; see also below, chapter 11, 415, 420-421.
70 For a study of Nissim’s approach to providence, see also Abraham S. Halkin, 

“Nissim ben Moscheh on Providence,” in Hommage à Georges Vajda: Études d’his-
torie et pensée juive, ed. Gerard Nahon and Charles Touati (Louvain: Éditions 
Peeters, 1980), 219-225. 
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destroyed. Solomon said: He who keeps the commandment shall know 
nothing evil, and a wise man’s heart knows the time and judgment 
[Ecclesiastes 8:5]. That is to say, by keeping the commandments and 
knowing the times and the judgments of the order [i.e., astrology], 
one will be saved from many troubles. Furthermore, the person who 
adheres to his intellect and always contemplates God and His acts 
and wonders, not temporal vanities, will be illuminated by the Active 
Intellect with knowledge of future events, which he will then inform 
[others]. Thereby he will save himself and all those who heed him, 
who fear the word of God. This is the highest level of the human 
intellect. . . . A single prophet can save and straighten [the path of] 
tens of thousands.71

Even passages in the Bible that suggest divine miraculous protection 
should be understood in a naturalistic manner:

A thousand may fall on your left side, ten thousand on your right, but it 
shall not reach you [Psalms 91:7], That is to say, many will kill each 
other in disputes and wars between them, but it shall not reach you, 
since you are at peace with everyone, and do not bring about [social] 
rifts. Thus no one will touch you and lift their hands against you. It 
is not necessary to say that you will not fall, that is to say, die, in the 
manner that a thousand and ten thousand fall on your left side and 
your right, since they also will not injure you or strike you, and no 
one will touch you.72

God, according to Nissim, does not change the order of nature, but 
human beings learn to protect themselves and others from the occa-
sional harm that results from the order. By means of the intellect, the 
individual can save himself from the three types of evil that Maimon-
ides lists in Guide 3.12: natural disasters; evils individuals inflict upon 

71 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 90-91.
72 Ibid., 96. Maimonides’ treatment of this Psalm in Guide 3.51 perplexed Samuel 

Ibn Tibbon, since it suggested miraculous providence, as opposed to his other 
views in the Guide on this subject. See Zevi Diesendruck, “Samuel and Moses Ibn 
Tibbon on Maimonides’ Theory of Providence,” HUCA 11 (1936): 341-366. Nissim, 
following Moses Ibn Tibbon and Levi ben Avraham, understands these verses in a 
naturalistic manner.
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each other; and evils that one inflicts upon oneself.73 Prophetic divina-
tion offers further protection against these various types of evil.

In the end, however, physical evils inevitably result due to the 
nature of matter, yet one should not attach to them any importance. 
Following Maimonides, Nissim sees this as the ultimate lesson that Job 
learns.74 Thus the most important task of the intellect is to direct the 
individual to true perfection, the perfection of the intellect and conjunc-
tion with the supernal world:

And show him My salvation [Psalms 91:16]. For as long as the body is 
alive and its bodily powers have not yet been extinguished, this 
person will realize the salvation of the intellect. That is to say, with 
the conjunction with its intelligible it reaches its perfection and the 
experience of spiritual pleasure, akin to the World to Come, as in the 
saying of the sage: “In withdrawing (be-hitbodedi)75 with my soul, I 
removed my body from it and remained like a soul without a body. I 
contemplated the world of the angels and thought myself as one of 
them. I experienced a wondrous felicity that mouths are incapable of 
expressing and hearts are incapable of apprehending. Then I attained 
a bit of salvation of the soul.”76

73 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 98. Nissim divides the first type of evil into two categories: those 
resulting from the privation characterizing matter and those resulting from the 
influences of the stars.

74 Ibid., 194-195; see Guide 3.23. For a study of Maimonides’ interpretation of the 
story of Job, see Robert Eisen, The Book of Job in Medieval Jewish Philosophy 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 43-77.

75 For a study of this term in medieval thought, see Moshe Idel, “Hitbodedut as 
Concentration in Jewish Philosophy,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 7 (1988): 
39-60 (Heb.); see also idem, “Hitbodedut as Concentration in Ecstatic Kabbalah,” 
Daat 14 (1985): 35-81 (Heb.). For Gersonides’ use of this term see Sara Klein-
Braslavy, “Prophecy, Clairvoyance, and Dreams and the Concept of Hitbodedut in 
Gersonides’ Thought,” Daat 39 (1997): 23-68 (Heb.).

76 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 99; cf. 407. The citation is from the Theology of Aristotle. For the 
Arabic version of the Theology of Aristotle in which this passage appears, see Abd 
al-Rahman Badawi, Plotinus apud Arabes (Cairo, 1955), 22-23; for an English trans-
lation of this passage, see Geoffrey Lewis, Plotini Opera, ed. Paul Henry and 
Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer (Paris: Desclee de Brouwer, 1959), vol. 2, 225. The Theology 
is based on the latter books of Plotinus’ Enneads. This passage depicting Plotinus’ 
ecstatic experience appears in Enneads 4.8.1; for an English translation see Plotinus, 
Enneads, trans. Stephen Mackenna (New York: Pantheon Books, 1962), 357. For 
Judah al-Harizi’s medieval Hebrew translation of this passage, see Paul Fenton, 
“Shem Tov Ibn Falaquera and the Theology of Aristotle,” Daat 29 (1992): 28 n. 8 
(Heb.). For a general study of the Theology of Aristotle in Hebrew sources, see Paul 
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Prophecy
As we have seen in the previous section, prophecy is in essence a form 
of divine providence, inasmuch as it enables one to know the future 
and warn others of impending evils. These evils result from the changes 
brought about by the movements of the heavenly bodies. For this 
reason, Nissim draws an integral connection between astrology and 
prophecy, though the astrologer attains his knowledge by observation 
and the prophet by way of emanation from the Active Intellect.77 
Drawing upon his philosophic predecessors, Nissim describes non- 
Mosaic prophecy as follows:

The prophecy of the rest of the prophets consists of knowledge that 
comes by way of a divine emanation, descending from the Separate 
Intellect to the intellectual faculty by mediation of previous knowl-
edge—either regarding matters pertaining to the prophet himself or 
those upon whom his thought is focused and are already known to 
him together with their affairs—and from the intellectual faculty to 
the imaginative faculty, till impressions of future particulars are 
impressed upon it. The activity of the intellect always involves 
universal knowledge, and the activity of the imagination—particu-
larly alluding to personal matters. What the imagination attains from 
the faculty of the intellect is then secured by it, as is always the case 
[also] regarding what a person apprehends with his senses, which 
after its disappearance from them is secured by the imagination and 
impressed upon it. The goal of this emanation is to protect the 
human species from every adversary that it is not in the power of the 
theoretical intellect to know and guard against, as though this emana-
tion completes what was deprived of the theoretical intellect at 

Fenton, “The Arabic and Hebrew Versions of the Theology of Aristotle,” in Pseu-
do-Aristotle in the Middle Ages, ed. Jill Kraye, W. F. Ryan, and C. B. Schmitt 
(London: Warburg Institute, 1986), 241-264. The last sentence of the citation 
brought by Nissim does not appear in any of the above mentioned sources.

77 Gersonides, Nissim’s contemporary, also posits an integral relationship between 
astrology and prophecy. For both thinkers, prophetic knowledge is essentially a 
superior form of astrological knowledge—a position already advanced by Ibn Ezra 
in his commentary to Exodus 33:21. For a detailed analysis of Gersonides’ approach 
to prophecy, see Kreisel, Prophecy: The History of an Idea in Medieval Jewish Philos-
ophy, 316-424. For a study of divination in Gersonides’ thought, see also Sara 
Klein-Braslavy, Without any Doubt: Gersonides on Method and Knowledge (Leiden: 
Brill, 2011), 221-323.
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creation in regard to the safeguarding of the human species at the 
appropriate time in accordance with its natural power.78

The activity of the rational and imaginative faculties in divination is 
described by Nissim also in an earlier passage in his treatise:

Know that the future that is about to occur is impressed more easily 
upon the intellect of the prophet or in the thought of the individual 
as a universal [premise]. The intellect then conveys it to the imagina-
tion, which grasps it as particular. The imagination gives and 
receives—it gives to the intellect what it receives of the particulars 
impressed upon the sensory organs and the intellect receives them as 
universals, and it receives from the intellect the universal causes and 
the imagination takes them as particulars regarding the one upon 
whom one’s thoughts and mind are focused. The matter thereby 
appears to him in a nocturnal dream. If his imagination is stronger, 
at times it brings the matter to the senses in a vision while awake.79

While the influence of Maimonides’ description of prophecy in Guide 
2.36 is evident in these passages, just as important is Averroes’ approach 
as found in his Epitome of Parva Naturalia, where he writes as follows:

. . . it cannot be denied that the Separate Intellect endows the imag-
inative soul with the universal nature that the individual that comes 
into being possesses, that is to say with a comprehension of its 
causes, and the imaginative soul will receive it as particular by virtue 
of the fact that it is in matter. It may receive the individual of that 
which has been comprehended, in reality, or it may receive some-
thing similar to it. Just as the Intellect endows one with the universal 
perfections of the soul and matter receives them as particulars, so 
here too the Intellect endows the imaginative soul with the final 
perfection as a universal, and the soul receives it as a particular. It 
has therefore been made clear that the Active Intellect endows only 
the primary perfections of the particular faculties of the soul, that is 
of the five senses and of the imaginative faculty, for that which 
endows them with the final perfection are the sense-objects. But in 
the spiritual perception which occurs during sleep or the like, it will 

78 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 163-164.
79 Ibid., 92. The similarity to Gersonides’ account is striking, though that of Gerson-

ides is far more detailed in its explanation of this phenomenon and the role played 
by each of the faculties.
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endow the imaginative soul with the final perfection. Just as the 
skilled physician among us can predict what will arise in the body of 
Zaid and in his soul at a determinate time by two premises: one, an 
universal intelligible premise, and the other a particular sensible 
premise, so it is with this prediction. The knowledge thereof is 
completed through the universal, which is endowed by the Intellect, 
and through the particular thing that is conveyed to the imaginative 
soul and is related to that universal object.80

While Maimonides in his account of prophecy defines this phenom-
enon as an emanation from the Active Intellect to the rational and 
then imaginative faculty, whereas in non-prophetic divination the 
emanation is to the imagination alone,81 he does not explain the nature 
of this emanation or the precise role of each of the faculties. It is not 
even clear from his account if the rational faculty plays any role at all 
in the divinatory ability of the prophet, or if its role is restricted to the 
prophet’s attainment of theoretical knowledge.82 Averroes in the 
passage quoted above also appears to posit an immediate connection 
between the Active Intellect and the imagination in the attainment of 
the knowledge of the future. Nissim, on the other hand, denies an 
immediate connection between the two. The emanation from the 
Active Intellect reaches first the rational faculty of the individual in 
the form of universal knowledge and from there emanates to the 
imagination, which applies it to specific individuals.83 Thus the person 
must already possess awareness of the individuals or groups in ques-
tion, a view stressed also by Averroes.84 Furthermore, the imagination 
dresses this knowledge in images borrowed from the prophet’s 

80 Harry Blumberg (trans.), Averroes: Epitome of Parva Naturalia (Cambridge, MA: 
The Medieval Academy of America, 1961), 46-47.

81 See Guide 2.37.
82 There is good reason to maintain, however, that for Maimonides the rational 

faculty contributes to the prophet’s ability to know the future too. For more on this 
issue, see below, chapter 8, 274-275.

83 Gersonides agrees with this view, though in the case of non-prophetic divination 
he posits an immediate connection between the imagination and the heavenly 
bodies rather than with the rational faculty. Nissim’s discussions too suggest that 
there is an immediate connection between the forces of the spheres and the imagi-
nation of the non-prophetic diviners.

84 See Epitome of Parva Naturalia, 47.
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everyday experience.85 Just as Maimonides posits that prophecy can 
only come to one possessing all the requisite perfections when the indi-
vidual’s soul is not overcome by sorrow or anger but in a joyous state, 
Nissim sees the state of the imagination as playing an important role 
in this regard. As we shall see below in the discussion of the reasons of 
the commandments, some of them in his view serve as aids in preparing 
the imagination to receive divinatory knowledge by arousing it to this 
end and helping it to achieve the state conducive to attaining such 
knowledge.86

Miracles
The final subject Nissim addresses in the first part of his treatise is that 
of miracles. In his discussion till this point, he hints at the view that the 
miracles recorded in the Bible do not in fact result from the guiding 
hand of God in history. Three additional options for how to understand 
the tales of miracles were available to him from his philosophic sources: 
1) to reject a literal understanding of the stories; 2) to view miracles as 
natural events that the prophet was able to predict in advance and 
utilize to his advantage; 3) to view them as events that the prophet 
himself had the ability to bring about. While Maimonides obscures his 
view as to the precise role of God in the performance of miracles, he 
clearly rejects the actual occurrence of some of them. His discussion in 
Guide 2.35, for example, shows that he certainly did not believe that 
the sun and moon literally stopped in their tracks for Joshua. Other 
miracles occurred in a vision of prophecy rather than in reality according 
to him, such as Balaam’s talking donkey.87 Maimonides does not state 
explicitly that many of the miracles would have occurred naturally even 
without a prophet, but he does indicate that many are possible by 
nature,88 which suggests that he may in fact have thought that this was 
the case. The view that the prophet himself is the immediate agent of 

85 Cf. Guide 2.46.
86 For a further discussion of Nissim’s approach to prophecy, see below, chapter 8, 

307-310, and chapter 9, 330-332.
87 See Guide 2.42; 3.22.
88 See the end of his Treatise on Resurrection.
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miracles—one which was already presented by Abraham Ibn Daud and 
Ibn Ezra, following in the footsteps of Avicenna—is not mentioned by 
Maimonides at all, but there is some basis for maintaining that he 
secretly entertained this view.89

All of these alternative explanations are accepted by Nissim. He 
divides the miracles into two categories: those that occurred through 
the mediation of a prophet or other exceptional individual and those 
that did not. The first category consists of two sub-categories: 1) the 
prophet was alone when the miracle occurred; 2) the prophet was in 
the company of others. The latter sub-category is further divided into 
two classes: 2a) the miracle resulted from an activity performed by the 
prophet by means of divine instruction; 2b) the miracle was an event 
that the prophet was able to predict would occur at a specific time. 
Tales of miracles in which no prophet was involved are also divided into 
two sub-categories: 1) those that are to be interpreted as occurring as 
described; 2) those whose depiction should not be understood literally, 
but as hyperbole or a parable.

The miracles that occurred while the prophet was alone, such as 
the story of Moses and the burning bush, should be interpreted as 
occurring in a prophetic vision according to Nissim, and they do not 
have any reality outside the soul of the prophet which produced the 
vision. Those which occurred in the presence of others were either 
performed by the prophet himself by virtue of his intellectual perfec-
tion, or they were rare natural events that the prophet was able to 
predict. The first type of miracle belonging to this category is exempli-
fied by Moses’ ability to sweeten the water of Marah, and even to 
transform a staff into a serpent and to produce terrifying voices at 
Mount Sinai, while many of the plagues in Egypt exemplify the second. 
Some of the miracles that occurred without the mediation of a prophet 
can be explained in a naturalistic manner; thus one should understand 
them literally and not as parables. This, for example, is the case with 
the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, which resulted from an 
earthquake. Others are parables, such as the serpent’s speech to Eve. 

89 I discuss this point in further detail below, in the appendix to chapter 9.
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In order to signal to his readers in the course of his subsequent commen-
tary on the Torah how he understands each of the miraculous events 
recorded there—and, in fact, his commentary focuses almost exclu-
sively on all the tales and phenomena that appear to be miraculous or 
supernatural—he arbitrarily assigns one of the words for miracles to 
each of his sub-categories. He notes that he will use the term nes to 
indicate an event that occurred as a result of the action of the prophet; 
mofet to refer to an event that the prophet was able to predict; pele’ to 
an event that occurred while no prophet was present; and ot to an event 
that occurred in a prophetic vision and not in reality.90 Nissim’s expla-
nations of the various miracles are in basic harmony with Aristotelian 
physics, though in some cases he grounds them also in astrology and the 
special properties of certain objects. In the next two sections of the 
chapter, we shall see some examples of these explanations.91

Reasons for the Commandments
As in the case of Maimonides, Nissim views each of the command-
ments as contributing to the moral and intellectual perfection of society. 
He accepts most of Maimonides’ explanations for the manner in which 
the commandments contribute to these perfections, but he is not 
entirely comfortable with Maimonides’ historical approach to many of 
them—i.e., that they were legislated primarily in order to combat the 
beliefs and rituals of the idolatrous religions of old. Nissim supplements 
this reason with timeless symbolic and, where he thought possible, 
naturalistic reasons, as we shall see in more detail in chapter 10. His 
break with Maimonides on this issue is nowhere more evident than in 
his approach to sacrifices, which Maimonides treats as a type of histor-
ical compromise. The Law in Maimonides’ view accepts the inferior 
form of worship to which the Israelites were accustomed, while it 
attempts to wean them away from it by limiting its scope.92 After approv-
ingly citing Halevi’s approach in Kuzari 3.53 regarding the wondrous 

90 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 213.
91 For a further discussion of Nissim’s approach to the miracles performed by Moses, 

see also below, chapter 9, 331-332. 
92 See Guide 3.32; for a discussion of Maimonides’ approach, see below, chapter 10.
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effects of the sacrifices on the soul of the individual, Nissim writes 
regarding the view of Maimonides:

Maimonides’ opinion that the sole reason for sacrifices is to remove 
them [the Israelites] from those they were performing for the demons 
and ba‘alim and ‘ashtoroth, is insufficient. The practice of sacrifice is 
ancient, and they performed it for God and it was pleasing to Him. 
. . . If there were no utility in the sacrifices themselves, except to 
remove them from idolatrous practices, why was it commanded to 
them for all generations, and why did God command to always 
perform two daily sacrifices? It would have been sufficient for that 
generation [at the time of the Giving of the Torah] or for two gener-
ations [to be given this commandment], as is the case with many 
commandments in the Torah that were not for all generations, only 
for a fixed period, such as the service of the Tabernacle, and others. 
Moreover, if it were not possible for it to be [instituted] except for 
all generations, why did God command to multiply them [by sacri-
ficing] twice a day? It would have been sufficient [to sacrifice] once a 
year! How difficult and farfetched from the standpoint of the reason 
[is the view] that all these numerous and esteemed activities are 
without utility. From this it is seen that the practice of sacrifices is 
intended for its own sake and is of great utility—namely, that the 
Indwelling would then envelop the priests in order to impart to them 
a supernal power by means of the sweet savor. . . . Though the special 
properties of these acts are unknown to us, they were known to God 
and Moses His prophet who commanded them.93

The supernal power granted to the priests is particularly important for 
the ability to divine the future and avoid impending evils, as Nissim 
states in a previous discussion exploring the reason underlying Moses’ 
request to Pharaoh to allow the Israelites to go to the mountain of the 
Lord in the desert in order to sacrifice there:

The matter of sacrifices was well known in antiquity to all who 
attempted to discern the future, whether they were those who had 
priestly duties, the priests of the “high places,” or the ba‘alim and 
‘ashtoroth, the makers of figurines and talismans—that is to say, they 
were aided by the sweet savor. For the savor of burnt meat and fats 
have a wondrous special property for this. This was ancient [prac-
tice], as proven in the case of Balaam, as well as his predecessors, 

93 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 361.
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such us Abel, Noah, and Abraham. Adam too was said by the Sages 
to have offered sacrifices . . . . In addition, they [the sacrifices] 
prepare the thought and arouse the imagination to this end [of 
knowing the future], so its practitioners would not be diverted by 
extraneous thoughts. Perhaps for this reason one’s thought can 
[legally] invalidate the sacrifice.94 For if one sacrifices without the 
proper intent and thinks extraneous thoughts, it is possible that he 
will not attain the future that he seeks to know.95

Nissim also offers additional reasons regarding animal sacrifice. It 
provides a means of livelihood for the priests, thereby enabling them to 
devote their time to spiritual matters and to be teachers of Torah. It 
also reminds individuals that their flesh will disintegrate just as the 
flesh of the sacrificed animals, and hence they should concentrate on 
what remains after death—namely, the intellect. Together with this, 
there are symbolic lessons to be learned from the parts of the animals 
that are burned on the altar, such as the liver, which symbolizes one’s 
inclination to physical pleasures. The burning of the fat too symbol-
izes the need to rid oneself of what is superfluous, in addition to its 
being a poor source of nourishment, and thus should not to be eaten. 
These symbolic reasons in turn encourage the individual to engage in 
repentance.

Nissim’s belief in astrology, and even the efficacy of figurines and 
other practices involving astral magic, leads him to address the question 
of why the Torah prohibits their use if they are beneficial. Maimonides 
had already argued that all the practices associated with astrology that 
are prohibited by the Torah are in fact false,96 while Naḥmanides 
appears to hold the view that the Torah prohibits even useful practices 
when they negatively affect one’s trust in God.97 The debate between 
the proponents of the efficacy of astral magic and their detractors 
continued long afterward in Provence, in Spain, and elsewhere.98 

94 See Mishneh Torah, Laws of Invalid Sacrifices 13.1.
95 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 207.
96 See Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah: ‘Avodah Zarah 4.7. See also his 

Book of Commandments, prohibition no. 32.
97 See Naḥmanides’ commentary to Genesis 17:1 and Deuteronomy 18:13.
98 For an in-depth study of this subject, see Dov Schwartz, Astral Magic in Medieval 

Jewish Thought (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 1999) (Heb.).
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Nissim, despite his high regard for Maimonides, essentially adopts 
Naḥmanides’ position on this issue. Yet as opposed to the more lenient 
ruling on the part of one of the leading rabbinic authorities of his time, 
R. Solomon Ibn Adret (Rashba), who was a disciple of Naḥmanides, 
Nissim advocates a very stringent prohibition against all such 
practices:99

For this reason the Torah prohibited and warned: You shall not make 
with me gods of silver, neither shall you make for yourselves gods of gold 
[Exodus 20:20]. The intent in saying with me—inasmuch as my 
Indwelling is found among you, you have no need for those figu-
rines. . . . What Scripture added in saying: neither shall you make for 
yourselves—means, in my opinion, that it admonished them and 
said: Do not bring down supernal powers by means of the figurines 
that are known to you, that is to say, in order to cure known illnesses. 
According to this, anyone who makes a figurine, whether for knowing 
the future or for curing a certain illness, violates a prohibition. It is 
possible that pe‘or was a figurine that was made in order that 
everyone who relieves himself before it receives a power and a special 
property to discharge [from his body] vapors and residue. . . . Simi-
larly, the images of teḥurim are figurines that cure hemorrhoids. If 
one asks: Why did God prohibit us these benefits, whether to know 
the future or as medications to illnesses? The answer is: For this will 
lead to immeasurable harm to the masses, in that they at the end will 
come to believe that these figurines are deities.100

Nissim maintains that from all these ancient practices that were 
employed to divine the future, the only one that the Torah permitted 
was sacrifice.

Nissim sees vestiges of the astrological rituals of old that were 
rejected by the Torah as surviving in Christian practice, affording him 
an opportunity to polemicize against this rival religion.101 He treats 
some of the Christian practices as even more contemptible than those 

 99 Rashba allowed the use of figurines for medicinal purposes. Both Abba Mari and 
HaMeiri were also strongly opposed to this ruling. See Stern, Philosophic and 
Rabbinic Culture, 146-150.

100 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 167-168.
101 On anti-Christian philosophical polemics in medieval Provence, see Daniel J. 

Lasker, “Christianity, Philosophy and Polemics in Jewish Provence,” Zion 68 
(2003): 313-332 (Heb.). 
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of the idolaters, since the ancient rituals at least had some efficacy. 
Even the beliefs of the Christians are of greater falsehood than those of 
the idolaters in his view—one that stands in sharp contrast to a more 
positive attitude toward Christian belief exhibited by some of the other 
Provençal thinkers, such as HaMeiri.102 For example, in explaining the 
prohibition against passing one’s son and daughter through the fire,103 
Nissim does not bring Maimonides’ explanation,104 though he too 
connects it with idolatry, but cites a different one that he had heard 
instead: 

There is one who said that the ancient custom of the Christians, 
who on their well-known festival on the summer solstice light great 
fires in the markets and streets, is a vestige remaining from this 
root, for they do it without knowing the reason why. It is possible 
that this custom predates them, [its purpose being] to announce 
that at this time begins the period that is hot and dry like the 
nature of fire, and to inform them to behave accordingly. For the 
ancients, though they made talismans and worshipped them, were 
wiser than those who are [living] today, for they [the latter] believe 
an impossible, contemptible, worthless and false belief in regard to 
the Deity, which invalidates itself.105 They annulled the earlier 
paths and held on to something more contemptible, as though 
fleeing from the embers into the fire. Similarly, there are matters 
predating the Christian faith, and they are the figures and talis-
mans [that were set up] in certain known places, mountains and hill 
tops, for [the purpose of] either foretelling the future or curing 
certain known diseases. They would go there always or at fixed 
times, when the power of the star or stars would assist that figure.106 
When those who lay down the faith of the Christians arrived, they 
were not able to wean the masses from the obvious benefits [of 
these practices], but only to bring them to their faith, and from the 
high places they did not turn aside [I Kings 15:14]. Over time they 

102 On HaMeiri’s approach to Christianity, see, for example, Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness 
and Tolerance (New York: Schocken Books, 1962), 114-128. 

103 See Deuteronomy 18:10.
104 See Guide 3.37.
105 That is to say, God took the form of a human being, Jesus, which is impossible from 

a philosophical perspective.
106 Nissim’s explanation here of the belief in the efficacy of talismans is similar to the 

one Maimonides brings in Guide 3.37, with the critical difference that Maimonides 
ascribes to them no value whatsoever.
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would attribute this [the benefits] to certain known saints. The 
ancient benefits soon were eliminated, the figurines became obso-
lete, and the masses would be left with a strong imaginary belief in 
the saints. Since their faith was strong as was the strength of their 
trust in them [the saints] due to their stupidity, it appeared to them 
that they [the saints] would perform miracles. I write this in order 
that you should not be deceived when you hear tales of their 
miracles.107

In this associative manner, Nissim ties up the prohibition of passing 
one’s children through fire with the festival of the Birth of John the 
Baptist, still observed in Europe on June 23 to this very day, with the 
lighting of great bonfires, which Nissim knew of from contemporary 
practice in his own day. This in turn leads him to contrast astrological 
practices, in which he sees some utility, with the practices involving the 
worship of the relics of saints, whose origin was in these ancient astro-
logical practices, but were of no benefit at all.108

The notion that certain practices and objects possess special 
qualities underlies Nissim’s explanation of the most paradoxical of 
commandments—that of the red heifer:

The matter of the red heifer that purifies the defiled and defiles the 
pure—is like the matter of the non-edible poisonous drugs that 
undoubtedly heal the sick and afflict the healthy who are in no need 
of medication. As for the matter of the ashes of the heifer, cedar 
wood, scarlet, and hyssop, which are burnt with it—who can inform 
us [the reason for this] aside from God and Moses His prophet? 
Know that the special properties are many, and many of them are 
hidden from us, for what we know of them is by way of experience 
over time, not by way of logical deduction.109

This explanation is tied to the view shared by many of the Provençal 
Jewish philosophers that impurity refers to things that are physically 
harmful. Dead bodies physically contaminate things in which they are 

107 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 461-462.
108 For a study of this issue, see Judah Galinsky, “Different Approaches towards the 

Miracles of Christian Saints in Medieval Rabbinic Literature,” in Ta Shma: Studies 
in Judaica in Memory of Israel M. Ta-Shma, ed. Avraham Reiner et al. (Alon Shevut: 
Tevunot Press, 2011), 195-219 (Heb.).

109 Ma‘aseh Nissim., 421.
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in contact, and many commandments are designed to protect from this 
contamination or cleanse it.110 The symbolic meaning of the ritual 
involving the ashes of the red heifer is also presented by Nissim in the 
continuation of his discussion, for the same commandment often has a 
myriad of reasons for its legislation. It should be stressed that he regards 
the symbolic reasons as part of the Law’s initial intent and not as later 
“poetical conceits” introduced by the rabbis, as Maimonides labels 
many of the explanations in this category.111

Additional Ideas in Nissim’s Commentary on the 
Torah
Nissim’s rationalistic approach finds its expression not only in his inter-
pretation of the stories of the Torah but also the homilies of the 
Talmudic Sages. As in the case of Maimonides and Nissim’s philosophic 
predecessors in Provence, he understands these homilies as esoteric, 
philosophic-scientific interpretations of the esoteric ideas in the Torah. 
Earlier in the chapter, we encountered one of the most radical exam-
ples of this approach in his interpretation of Moses’ active role in the 
legislation of the Torah and how the Sages also alluded to this view. 
Even with the opening story of the Torah Nissim’s exegesis reflects a 
similar approach.

Following in the footsteps of Maimonides, Nissim sees the biblical 
story of creation as focusing on the earth and its parts.112 Thus the sun, 
moon and planets were not actually created on the fourth day after the 
appearance of dry land and vegetation, but the story depicts the stage 
of existence of the earth in which the heavenly bodies and their influ-
ences on it are discernable.113 Nissim, who appears to incline toward the 
view that the world is without a temporal beginning, interprets the 
descriptions found in each day as indicative of their causal and natural 
order, while leaving the question of whether they refer also to temporal 

110 See below, chapter 10, 381-382.
111 See Guide 3.43.
112 See Ma‘aseh Nissim, 215-249; cf. Guide, 2.30. For an in-depth analysis of Maimon-

ides’ approach, see Sara Klein-Braslavy, Maimonides’ Interpretation of the Story of 
Creation (Jerusalem: Reuben Mass, 1987) (Heb.).

113 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 234-235.
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order.114 He further maintains that even if one interprets “day” in the 
story of creation as a temporal period, one still should not regard it the 
description of what occurred on each day as referring to a twenty four 
hour period, but to a much longer period of time.115 Nissim follows his 
philosophic predecessors in regarding Aristotle’s Meteorology as the 
most important source for understanding the natural processes taking 
place in the sublunar world that underlie the biblical story of creation. 
Maimonides in his interpretation of the Account of Creation had noted: 
“Reflect, if you are one of those who reflect, to what extent he has 
made clear and revealed the whole matter in this statement, provided 
that you consider well, understand all that has been demonstrated in 
the Meteorologica, and examine everything that people have said about 
every point mentioned in that work.”116 In this passage, Maimonides 
refers specifically to Rabbi Akiva’s warning to his compatriots in their 
ascent to pardes: “When you come to stones of pure marble, do not say: 
Water, Water, for it is written: He that speaks falsehood shall not be 
established before My eyes [Psalms 101:7] (Ḥagigah 14b).”117 Maimonides 
in this manner alludes to the view that the story does not deal with a 
heavenly journey but is a parable for the scientific study of the world—in 
this case, an understanding of the different levels of the earth’s 
atmosphere, which is the firmament (raqi‘a) in the biblical account. 
Moreover, he shows how the Talmudic homilies should be interpreted 
as esoteric philosophic elaborations upon this account.118 The Jewish 
philosophers of Provence, beginning with Samuel Ibn Tibbon, the 
translator of Aristotle’s Meteorology as well as Maimonides’ Guide, 
essentially accepted Maimonides’ approach, while presenting different 
interpretations of the details of the story, as well as providing more 
examples of how to interpret various rabbinic homilies pertaining to it.119 

114 Ibid., 222-225.
115 Ibid., 243-244.
116 Guide 2.30: 353.
117 Ibid.
118 For an analysis of Maimonides’ comments on this issue see Klein-Braslavy, Maimon-

ides’ Interpretation of the Story of Creation, 160-168. 
119 See Samuel Ibn Tibbon, Ma’amar Yiqqavu ha-Mayyim, ed. Mordechai Bisliches 

(Pressburg: Anton Edlen v. Schmid, 1837), esp. chapter 20, 122-162. See also Levi 
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Their fundamental assumption was that the biblical account should be 
understood in accordance with the Aristotelian view of the laws of 
nature and that the rabbinic homilies follow the same path. This 
assumption governs Nissim’s own interpretation.

The point at which the Torah’s account regarding the beginning 
of humanity should be understood as true on the exoteric level—that 
is, historically true—and not only on the esoteric one, was not easy 
for the philosophers to determine. While none of them rejected the 
historicity of the biblical patriarchs, or even Noah and his descen-
dants, they were not of one mind on the question of Adam and Eve 
and their children. In his interpretation of Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden, Maimonides is concerned with the esoteric level of 
the story—that is to say, to understand the story as a parable for 
human perfection and the loss of perfection, or more accurately, the 
state of perfection in contrast to the human being’s natural state of 
lacking perfection. The various figures in the story—Adam, Eve, and 
the serpent—represent different faculties of the soul, while the two 
trees represent different types of knowledge.120 Maimonides, however, 
does not indicate whether he rejects the historicity of Adam and Eve 
and their progeny, though it is clear that he does not accept the literal 
truth of the Garden story. Nissim, who leans toward the view of the 
eternity a parte ante of the world, tends to see the story of the life of 
Adam and Eve and their progeny solely as a parable, though he does 
not completely dismiss the possibility of the existence of these indi-
viduals at some point in history, as he notes: “Similarly, the three sons 
of Adam—Cain, Abel, and Seth—are a parable, or if they in fact 
existed and were born to Adam, the names they were called hint and 
allude to the three perfections of the human being.”121 These perfec-

ben Avraham’s extensive interpretation of the first chapter of Genesis and rabbinic 
homilies pertaining to it in Livyat Ḥen: The Work of Creation, ed. Howard Kreisel 
(Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 2004), chapters 10-12, 208-301 (Heb.).

120 For an extensive analysis of Maimonides’ approach to the Garden of Eden story see 
Sara Klein-Braslavy, Maimonides’ Interpretation of the Adam Stories in Genesis (Jeru-
salem: Reuben Mass, 1986) (Heb.).

121 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 271.
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tions are those of acquisition (Cain), moral virtue and proper 
leadership (Abel), and the perfection of the Intellect (Seth). The 
killing of Abel by Cain thus represents the victory of the appetitive 
faculty over moral virtue, while the perfection of the intellect person-
ified by Seth is the true perfection of the human being.122

On the extraordinary longevity of the ancients as recorded in the 
Torah, Nissim offers two explanations, the first in the name of Maimon-
ides, which accepts the Torah’s account in a literal manner:

Maimonides has already written in chapter 48 of the second part [of 
the Guide] that only those individuals who were mentioned lived so 
long a life, whereas every [other] person lived only the natural, usual 
duration. The anomaly in the individual in question may be due to 
numerous causes: either as a result of his nutrition and regimen, or 
by way of a miracle and an anomaly that occurred [resulting in] a 
wondrous strengthening of nature. Therefore, it is of the type [of 
miracle] that I labeled pele’.123

Perhaps because Nissim was not entirely satisfied with Maimonides’ 
approach, he brings in addition a non-literal, political-historical 
interpretation:

There are those who interpreted the life span [of each of these indi-
viduals] as referring to the persistence of his nomoi and regimen 
during the period of time mentioned, whether during his lifetime or 
after his death. For it is possible that these were famous individuals 
who legislated laws and nomoi, and others would act in accordance 
with their traits, as well as adopt their practices regarding food, 
drink, and dress. After the period of time mentioned, it is possible 
that all this was forgotten and people chose a different path. Or, 
one may say, no one arose during this period of time who was compa-
rable to the individual in his level of knowledge of how to lead the 
people of his generation. At that point someone comparable in rank 

122 Ibid., 271-272. Cf. Guide 1.7.
123 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 273-274. That is to say, it is a story that does not involve a prophet 

and one should understand it literally. The chapter Nissim cites from the Guide is 
in accordance with Judah Al-Ḥarizi’s translation. In Ibn Tibbon’s translation, this 
issue is discussed in chapter 47. Nissim makes use of both translations in his trea-
tise, though he relies more heavily on that of Ibn Tibbon.
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arose, who adhered to this individual’s thought and intent [in lead-
ership], and the former individual’s spirit alighted upon him in the 
manner that the spirit of Elijah alighted upon Elisha. Even if the 
latter one who arose never saw the former and did not live in his 
period, it is possible that he learnt from his treatises or meditated 
upon the words that were received in his name . . . .124

Nissim’s explanation is taken from Levi’s Livyat Ḥen, who himself cites 
it in the name of Moses Ibn Tibbon.125 Nissim appears to favor this 
interpretation, since he brings rabbinic homilies that support a non- 
literal interpretation of the number of years certain individuals are 
reported to have lived. As long as people follow in the path of a certain 
individual, Nissim comments, he is said to live all those years.126

While Nissim does not question the historicity of the subsequent 
stories in Genesis that clearly do not involve prophetic visions, such as 
Noah and the flood and the building of the Tower of Babel, he continues 
his tendency to interpret them in a naturalistic manner. The stories in 
Exodus provide a greater challenge, since the supernatural dimension 
in them is even more pronounced. In Nissim’s view, Moses’ unique 
state and superior knowledge allowed him either to predict and utilize 
rare natural events or learn the manner of bringing them about. All the 
plagues in Egypt are explained by Nissim in this manner. The killing of 
the first born is regarded by him as a rare form of pestilence, from 

124 Ibid., 274. Alfarabi’s view of successive ideal lawgivers is evident in this 
interpretation.

125 See Levi ben Avraham, Livyat Ḥen: The Work of Creation, 324-325. Moses Ibn 
Tibbon brings this interpretation in his Ma’amar ha-Taninim; see The Writings of 
R. Moshe Ibn Tibbon, ed. Howard Kreisel, Colette Sirat, Avraham Israel (Beer-
Sheva: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev Press, 2010), 241 (Heb.). Levi criticizes 
Maimonides’ approach limiting such long lifespans to only a few individuals, 
bringing in its stead the possibility of a different naturalistic explanation of this 
phenomenon, which also allows us to understand it literally. He traces the shorter 
lifespans of the later generations to physiological changes in their physical makeup; 
see Livyat Ḥen: The Work of Creation, 318-322; see above, chapter 5, 130. For a 
study of this issue in medieval Jewish exegesis, see Frank Talmage, “So Teach Us to 
Number our Days: A Theology of Longevity in Jewish Exegetical Literature,” in 
Frank Talmage, Apples of Gold in Settings of Silver, ed. Barry Walfish (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1999), 172-185.

126 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 274-275. Nissim cites Maimonides’ interpretation of “to bear chil-
dren” in Guide 1.7 as referring also to the instruction of an individual.
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which the Israelites were spared by virtue of remaining in their homes 
and burning the paschal offering, which helps purify the pestilential air. 
The blood on the doorposts served a similar purpose, as well as to 
remind the Israelites not to leave their houses. It also helped fortify 
their spirits so they would not be frightened to death by what was 
happening around them.127 

The splitting of the Sea of Reeds and the manna are treated by 
Nissim as exceptionally rare natural events, while the bitter waters 
were made drinkable by the properties of a special tree known to 
Moses by virtue of his prophetic knowledge.128 The fire from heaven 
that consumed the sacrifices at the consecration of the Tabernacle was 
brought about by Moses. This same fire killed Nadav and Avihu, who 
were unaware of its secret, and whose death for their disobedience was 
necessary in order to instill in the masses the proper reverence for the 
Tabernacle.129 Even the seemingly unique supernatural event of the 
hearing of the voice of God at Sinai was in fact the voice of Moses 
himself, in Nissim’s view; Moses’ voice was greatly augmented by a 
natural object he found on the mountain.130 Nissim sees this action on 
Moses’ part as a necessary subterfuge in order to instill awe in the heart 
of the masses so that they would observe the ideal law that he lay down.

As can be seen from most of the examples above, the dominant 
tendency in Nissim’s thought in approaching the Torah’s accounts of 
supernatural events is to treat them literally, but in a natural manner. 
This allows Nissim to preserve the historicity of the Torah, which is 
crucial for Jewish belief, since it allows God to be treated as the agent 
of these events even though the philosophers and masses understand 
the divine involvement in a far different manner. However, Nissim is 
also prepared to treat some crucial events as occurring solely in a 
vision of prophecy, as did Maimonides in the case of Balaam’s donkey.131

127 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 311, 314-315.
128 Ibid., 318-324.
129 Ibid., 369-370
130 Ibid., 333. For a translation of this passage, see below, chapter 9, 350-351.
131 Ibid., 426; Guide 2.42; 3.22. See also above, 190.
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Aside from the redemption from Egypt and revelation at Sinai, 
perhaps no event is more important from the standpoint of Jewish 
tradition than the Binding of Isaac. Abraham’s response to the divine 
command was seen throughout Jewish history as the ultimate paradigm 
for complete love of God. To question the historicity of this event 
could be seen as undermining the foundation of Jewish faith, despite 
the very problematic aspects of God’s command and Abraham’s response. 
Even Maimonides treats this event as having actually occurred,132 
despite the fact that stories in which God or an angel speak to individuals 
are normally regarded by him as happening in a prophetic vision.133 Nissim 
also understands the stakes involved in this story, yet does not refrain 
from alluding to his view that the entire story is in reality a report of a 
vision experienced by Abraham, a view he sees hinted at by Ibn Ezra. 
Abraham’s vision is certainly indicative of his internal state and the 
complete devotion he feels to God, for whom he is prepared to sacrifice 
that which is dearest to him, but it is not indicative of actions that he 
actually committed. I would like to conclude this chapter with Nissim’s 
comments on this story, for they provide another excellent example of 
the manner in which he reveals his true views on sensitive issues and 
tries to show how these were the views of the Sages, while he still 
slightly veils them for the benefit of the less astute readers who are not 
prepared to appreciate them.

The matter of the act of the Binding—Ibn Ezra already wrote in his 
commentary on the prophecy of Jonah what he wrote, and revealed 
his opinion regarding this as well as the matter of Jonah in the bowels 
of the whale.134 According to this [opinion], everything said and 
done, and the ram that was prepared for him by being caught in the 
thicket by his horns—is of the type [of miracles] I called by the term 
ot.135 Genesis Rabbah [65.1]: “On the third day Abraham lifted his eyes 

132 See Guide 3.24.
133 Ibid., 2.41. Yet Maimonides perhaps also subtly alludes to the view that the entire 

story of the Binding took place in a vision of prophecy; see below. 
134 See Ibn Ezra’s commentary to Jonah 1:1. Ibn Ezra maintains that all prophecies 

come to the prophets in visions and dreams, with the exception of Moses. He sees 
the whole story of Jonah’s fleeing from God as occurring in a prophetic dream and 
juxtaposes this story with Abraham’s ordeal of the Binding of Isaac.

135 That is to say, an event appears in a prophetic dream and not in reality. 
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[Genesis 22:4]—on the third day of Jonah, as it is stated: Jonah was 
in the bowels of the fish for three days” [Jonah 2:1]. They hinted in this 
manner that the same is true of both, and one should not be surprised 
by the designation of the [number of] days in them. . . .136 To my way 
of thinking, the Sages also alluded in Genesis Rabbah to the inter-
pretation of the sage [Ibn Ezra] by way of a profound hint and veiled 
secret. They said: “And Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled 
his ass [Genesis 22:3]. Yet how many servants did he have!—Love 
spoils the order. Hate too spoils the order, as it is stated: And Balaam 
arose early in the morning and saddled his ass [Numbers 22:21]. Yet 
how many servants did he have!” etc. They also stated there [in 
Genesis Rabbah 55.8]: “The saddling that Abraham performed in 
order to go and do the will of the ‘One who said and the world was’ 
stands against the saddling that Balaam performed in order to curse 
Israel.”137 See how they compared between these two matters, and 
you already know [the matter] of Balaam’s donkey.138

Despite the fact that anyone who follows up on Nissim’s allusions can 
easily discern what his true view is, Nissim sees the danger of letting his 
discussion rest on this point, and so he adds for the benefit of the less 
astute reader:

In my opinion, there is no need for all this. Better and more correct 
in my view is to believe that this command, written by Moses our 
Master, was in fact from God to Abraham that he sacrifice his only 
son, just as we believe regarding all the other commands that 
God commanded Moses—the practical commandments and those 
involving opinions and beliefs—that they were commanded from 
the mouth of God, and not from the mouth of Moses and his intel-
lect. Everything was from the mouth of God, and Moses wrote what 

136 In other words, just as it is true that Jonah did not live for three days in the bowels 
of a fish but the event took place in a prophetic vision, the same is true of the story 
of Abraham. See also Guide 2.46, where Maimonides indicates that in visions of 
prophecy just as in ordinary dreams the prophet may see himself performing certain 
actions with intervals of time mentioned between them, as well as his going from 
one place to another. Maimonides’ examples are taken from Ezekiel, Isaiah, and 
the story of Abraham and the Covenant of the Pieces. Yet his description could just 
as easily fit the story of the Binding.

137 Nissim writes: “to curse the enemies of Israel” for apparently he did not want to 
write explicitly “to curse Israel.”

138 Ma‘aseh Nissim, 284-285. That is to say, that the whole story of Balaam’s journey 
and talking donkey took place in a vision of prophecy; see above.
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was commanded from the mouth of God.139 In general, everything 
that was given to us, said to us and reported to us is for our benefit, 
in order that the awe of God be instilled in us so we will not sin, and 
to circumcise the uncircumcised heart of our masses, and to separate 
Israel from all the nations in our being more special to God than any 
other nation. We will believe in this story as a necessary belief, just 
as we believe in creation on the basis of the story in Genesis. There-
fore we do not have to seek an inner meaning, for this—that is to 
say, the literal meaning of the words—was the intent, to inform us in 
the Torah of a tale of a matter that will straighten all the masses in 
the love of God, just as the commands from the mouth of God also 
include the commandments of the intellect. I already commented 
upon them above.140 Understand this and do not be astonished, and 
your confusion will vanish. For it is proper that all these stories and 
those similar to them be lain down in every religion, and expounded 
to the masses. These are the matters that are proper to instill in their 
hearts.141

For all the radical views found in Nissim’s treatise, he does not advance 
them in order to undermine the Torah. Rather, it is because he regards 
the Torah as true and philosophy as true, and he sees in the latter the 
key to understanding the former, for the seal of God is Truth. Nissim 
goes much further than any of his predecessors to unveil the truth as he 
sees it out of his deep commitment to the Torah and his desire to illu-
minate the minds of his coreligionists with its real meaning. Yet in the 
spirit of Maimonides, he too understands that as a responsible public 
philosopher one must continue to remain sensitive also to the situation 
of the masses and frame one’s presentation accordingly.

139 Compare to Maimonides’ eighth principle of faith that he brings in his Introduction 
to Pereq Ḥeleq. 

140 See Ma‘aseh Nissim, 172.
141 Ibid., 287.
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